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			CHAPTER ONE

			 

			The music was pulsating and my head was pounding. I swallowed the four Motrin I had slipped into my pants pocket before beginning tonight’s assignment and drained the last of the Kingfisher Premium. The club had a two drink minimum and I’d been nursing my second beer for nearly an hour. 

			It was almost a nightly ritual; pills for the guaranteed headache and minimal alcohol to blend with the neighborhood trash. I couldn’t afford to lose control and had no intention of joining my drunken brethren as they slobbered all over the entertainment. 

			I’m not even sure why I showed up an hour early. Abu wasn’t coming in until ten. Tuesdays were “pay and collect” and tonight he was paying—again. All five of my teams covered the spread and I would be walking out of here with a pocket-full of folding money. Too bad it was the government’s cash; I could have used the profits I made from correctly handicapping Sunday’s pro football card. But as certain as I’d win using the government’s coin, I knew if I tried to pick up some beer money with my own dollars, I’d lose in a New York minute.

			It was the typical clientele this evening. Low class all the way. This was no upscale “Gentlemen’s Club.” This was ragged sweatshirts and faded jeans. The faces were all worn and all wasted. Alcohol and girls provided about the only excitement these men found in life. The bar opened at four just as many were getting off work and every night the place was semi-packed until closing. Though more crowded on weekends, the routine remained the same: drinks, pole dancers, and the occasional private table entertainment.

			I settled into the discontent. Somehow, Hollywood always made these bar scenes a little more dramatic. Tinseltown never quite captured the hours of monotony most undercover assignments brought and this case produced its share. The nights were uneventful and the few “friends” I made at the Calcutta Crib did little to move our investigation in the direction my superiors desired.

			The heavily-accented DJ announced the next dancer and cat calls erupted from some of the drunks surrounding the horseshoe-shaped stage. In broken English, he encouraged the men to “give it up for our latest find from Delhi.” Like a rookie’s Major League debut, the hometown crowd welcomed the newest member of the team. Time would tell whether Bambi, at least I think the DJ called her Bambi, had what it took to make it in the “bigs.” 

			Pinching the bridge of my nose, hoping to alleviate the pain exploding in my head, I turned on the stool to watch the performance. The five other guys at the bar also rotated in their seats as we joined in collective gawking. 

			The only two people not eye-balling the neophyte stripper were the club’s bouncers. Tonight’s muscle were the twins from Tajikistan. They were identical and would put most defensive linemen to shame. At six-five and closer to 350 than 300 pounds, they ruled with a mere look. In the time I’d been hanging out at the Crib, I never saw them get physical with anyone. Their matching black t-shirts appeared to be poured on, with “SECURITY” stenciled on the front and back in bold yellow letters, as if anyone doubted their role. You would have to be a drunken fool to take them on and I never saw anyone that drunk. Standing against the wall on either side of the stage, they took extra interest in the crowd to insure the safety of tonight’s latest recruit.

			The oversized security team made sense. No one got out of line and the police were never called. This wasn’t quite Tijuana’s zona de tolerancia, where law enforcement made allowances for the sex trade, but the less need for cops, the better for management. Only the nail that protrudes gets hammered.

			I have to admit, Bambi displayed athleticism as she worked the pole with gymnastic-like flexibility. Her bleached blond hair was in need of a touch up as thick black roots blazed a reverse skunk stripe across her scalp. An exotic tattoo on her left shoulder meandered across her back disappearing at the waist. But I was only semi-interested in the on-stage act. My attention was always elsewhere in the club.

			I never saw the place with the lights turned up and had no idea how much creep and crud was hidden behind the dark tattered curtains covering the walls. The thunderous music in this hell hole dulled most of the senses except for smell; the stench of sweat and stale beer permeated the room. The red threadbare carpet had enough rips and tears to make navigating the floor an adventure. Bar maids in high heels had to goosestep over the slashed fabric and at least once a night some drunk stumbled as his foot caught in the loose strands protruding from the rugs. A personal injury attorney might have a field day, but few patrons were willing to admit they frequented this dump and only an idiot would take on management in or out of court.  

			Behind the bar was a long mirror, clouded over with filth. When I wasn’t turned watching a performance, there was enough murky visibility to allow me to face the bar and still make out much of the activity occurring behind me on the main floor. Ownership obviously wasn’t interested in a sterile work environment or pouring money into adornments. Cash was the bottom line and on most nights the cash flowed.

			Out of the corner of my eye I glimpsed Nicoli, the pencil-thin pony-tailed bartender, end a call on his cell phone, and signal one of the club’s dancers. As she strode toward the bar, he reached under the counter, grabbing a large manila envelope addressed in a type of hieroglyphics. It could have been Hindi, Russian, or maybe Arabic. From my vantage point I couldn’t tell. It clearly wasn’t English. 

			I had employed the dancer’s limited talents once. Her shoulder-length black hair framed dark eyes and a bronze face with distinct Middle Eastern features. She wasn’t the friendliest entertainer and seemed to have “phoned in” the lap dance, but I wasn’t interested in writing a Yelp review. I was merely trying to maintain some credibility in my UC role. I didn’t even know her name, as if that mattered. The dancers never used their real names. Each had a stage name—Dawn, Dusty, Stormy—they sounded like the lineup of weekend weather girls for a Mumbai TV station. For the testosterone-driven riffraff, the masquerade and fake names added to the mystique. 

			Without a smile or saying a word, the young dancer took the envelope, abruptly turned and headed toward the back of the club. The event hardly seemed noteworthy, but at this point I was looking for reasons to pad my FD-302s, the federal document designation for reporting the results of an interview or investigation. So far, I failed to interest anyone in the San Diego office or at headquarters. Maybe the envelope contained the chain of command for an international drug cartel planning the overthrow of civilized society—or maybe it contained receipts for last week’s alcohol consumption.

			My four weeks undercover at the bar were fairly uneventful and tonight was no different. The lap dances, reimbursed by government tax dollars, and the T&A had grown old. The excitement of meth whores stripping to the beat of the Top 40 wore thin pretty quickly. The assignment thus far was unproductive, as my case agent and his supervisor continually reminded me. 

			My reports of Abu Balwa’s bookmaking enterprise fell on deaf ears at the FBI and the U.S. Attorney’s Office. I saw it as a step in the right direction, but no one else agreed. To me, it was better than nothing. Maybe we could bluff Abu into thinking making book in the United States was the equivalent of “crimes against nature.” Time would tell, assuming the Bureau would give me more time. 

			The fact I was winning each weekend and could join in a victory lap every Tuesday night provided some street cred to my legend but little else. I continued picking winners and adding “project-generated income” to the undercover operation; all to the consternation of the accountant who had to file additional paperwork in her weekly reports to the bureaucrats at the Hoover Building in D.C.

			I had also purchased meth on two separate occasions from Nicoli, but dime bag buys from a thirty-something Russian bartender who spoke with the hint of an Eastern European accent were not the stuff of legendary UC ops. I was no closer to penetrating the club’s management than I was last month when first tasked with determining the level of narco-terrorist activity in “America’s Finest City.”

			If I couldn’t make more inroads, the task force supervisor would probably be pulling the plug by the end of the week. No one, least of all those in our nation’s capital who micromanaged undercover operations in the field, wanted to testify before Congress about some fishing expedition targeting a nebulous ethnic crime ring. Too few understood. This wasn’t TV where a few drinks interrupted by a commercial break resulted in instant friendships. Sometimes it took months to penetrate a closely-held criminal enterprise, especially when the undercover agent was “cold calling.”  

			I knew it was a long shot when I began the assignment, but saw it as another opportunity to get out of Nashville and leave some memories that wouldn’t die. To be successful in this operation, we needed a mole who would introduce me to upper management and that wasn’t happening, at least not yet. The Bureau called them CHSs, confidential human sources. On the street they were known as “snitches” or “rats.” Regardless of the label, informants could cut operational time to a minimum. More than once, I went into a den of thieves as someone’s “cousin” and the contraband flowed shortly thereafter.

			Of course, anyone willing to cooperate with the government and risk being discovered typically ended up dead or in WITSEC, the federal witness security program. There weren’t many volunteers and the self-righteous need not apply. You had to be in it to win it. An accepted form of legal coercion, pressuring a defendant to roll on his buddies, usually seemed the best route to obtaining an inside man. Why go to the pen when you can send a friend?

			Even the Lone Ranger had Tonto, but I had no one on this venture, no one to back my play. I merely greased up, got down and dirty, and walked into the joint like a blue-collar mark with a pocketful of cash, looking for lust in all the wrong places.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			 

			India is the world’s leading legal producer of opium. Experts, however, estimate as much as ten percent of the licit crop is converted to illegal heroin. Geographically situated between the Golden Crescent of Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan, and Southeast Asia’s Golden Triangle; India is a major narcotics transit point. And crime flourishes. A principal player in this global distribution network is Dawood Ibrahim, founder of India’s largest crime outfit, D-Company. But Dawood is more than just a criminal with international ties, he and his Bombay gangsters have their hands in terrorist activities throughout the world. 

			Indian intelligence estimates more than eight hundred terrorist cells operate in India, most sponsored by Pakistan.  Historically, the movement calling for the formation of Pakistan as an independent state began in the late 1800s when India’s Muslim minority sought a homeland. But it was a controversial movement even within the Islamic community. Activists weren’t satisfied with a separate nation-state. Those who followed “the teachings of the Prophet” wanted the entire subcontinent to be free of British rule and subjected to sharia law. When the partition finally came in 1947, creating a predominately Muslim Pakistan and a majority Hindu India, fierce fighting broke out between the two factions. Thousands were slaughtered and to this day the two nations are in perpetual conflict as Muslims seek to conquer all of India in the name of Allah.

			Dawood, known to have close ties to al-Qaeda and the late Osama bin Laden, continues to provide financial aid and materiel support to any Islamist willing to disrupt normality. A wanted fugitive, intel reports have him variously in Karachi, Pakistan or the United Arab Emirates.

			One of Dawood’s top lieutenants, Tiger Memon remains a prime suspect in the 1993 Bombay bombings; thirteen coordinated attacks resulting in 350 deaths and 1,200 injuries. Wanted by INTERPOL and India’s Central Bureau of Investigation, Memon’s whereabouts, like Dawood Ibrahim, is a mystery to law enforcement.

			Within the past year, Memon’s first cousin, Farid Saleem, relocated to San Diego and opened a strip club in the City Heights section of the city. Catering to a working class crowd, the bar is staying financially in the black with a nightly stream of male voyeurs scrutinizing a United Nations of strippers: Indian, Russian, Asian, black, white, and in between.

			 

			 

			***

			 

			 

			Though the meth dealing bartender’s loyalties to management appeared strong, Nicoli might be the weak link needed for a larger investigation. I pushed, prodded, and probed, but Nicoli made it clear he wasn’t a quantity dealer, just someone who tried to keep his customer base happy. His constant wearing of long sleeve shirts made me also suspect he was hiding track marks sustained from long term drug abuse. Regardless of the weather outside or the temperature inside, Nicoli kept the sleeves down, buttoned at the wrist. It was something else to explore at the appropriate time.

			My two meth buys failed to make the minimal federal prosecutorial guidelines. A couple more purchases might be needed to satisfy the U.S. Attorney’s Office who would provide the licit leverage to gain the bartender’s full cooperation. In other words, it was going to take a few more touchdowns to interest those sitting in the bleachers.

			I spun further on the barstool to watch Bambi as she wrapped her body around a pole anchored to the center of the stage. Her name was probably as fake as her breasts. Frankly, the Victoria Secrets catalogue had more appeal. Most of the mystery was gone by the end of any four-minute song played by the club’s DJ. 

			The lights focused on her and not the unwashed masses crammed in seats around the wooden platform. Watching the letches was almost as entertaining as the dancer. Outstretched arms, with singles hanging between filthy fingers, were hoping to lure the ladies for a closer look. The dancers, on the other hand, were showcasing their talents in hopes of enticing the men to the back room for a private session or at least into a corner for a lap dance. For the girls, at the end of the evening, a mere fist full of dollars stuffed in their G-strings while dancing onstage was a huge loss. The big money was gathered in the back.

			I spotted Abu as he strolled through the red velvet curtains separating the street from sin. A warped smile extended across a massive pockmarked face. His thick dark beard usually contained remnants of his last meal and his enlarged belly protruded well over his belt. Two weeks ago, I noticed the low-hanging stomach was also covering a small semi-automatic concealed in the front of his pants. To avoid singing soprano the rest of his life, he had better be practicing his quick draw with his finger off the trigger—but that was his problem, not mine. 

			If previous performance was any indication of future action, Abu won more than he lost this past weekend, hence the smile. I never really inquired about the extent of his bookmaking operation, but assumed like most good bookies he balanced his bets as much as possible, making his profit on the ten percent vig he tacked on to each bet rather than relying on an abundance of losers. 

			I watched Abu operate for three weeks and knew he’d hit up the losers first, collect from them before he paid the winners. He approached four men I identified as part of his regular clientele. The losers reached deep into their pockets and peeled off enough bills to settle the weekly accounts. Following his successful collections, he made his way toward me glancing over his shoulder at the eroticism on stage.

			“She is very good, no,” said Abu referring to the dancer partially clothed and straddling the pole.

			“Yep, I’m guessing an honors graduate at Arthur Murray.”

			Abu let out a huge belly laugh that drew a few stares before slapping me on the back.

			“You had a good week,” he said.

			“I had a very good week,” responding with a confident smile.

			“That is three weeks in a row you have beaten me. The first two weeks it was only enough for a couple of lap dances. Maybe tonight you will visit the backroom.”

			The Calcutta Crib’s backroom was little more than a brothel where the ladies’ performances extended beyond shaking their enhanced breasts in your face. The price reflected the services and so far I’d managed to stay out of that section of the club. Anything beyond a near-naked women sitting on my lap might queer the case as defense counsel would scream “governmental misconduct.”

			I merely shrugged my shoulders.

			Abu smiled, “I may have to cut you off if you continue to win.”

			“My luck will change. You know the house always wins. When I get too far ahead I’ll get clobbered. Keep taking my action. You’ll probably bankrupt me before the end of the month.”

			He openly counted out my winnings in twenties. It didn’t seem like the actions of a cautious man, but I figured he was in bed with management so he didn’t need to be careful.

			A frequent patron sitting at the far end of the bar took more than a casual interest in the transaction. Friendship eluded him; he always sat alone. He sprang for a lot of lap dances which somehow built his courage. Apparently, the fawning of ladies seeking his company in the backroom provided him a false sense of bravado. He was too fat to have much swagger, but tried to strut around the bar like a reigning champ. Not quite as fat as Abu, he had a middle-aged soft body and pictured himself as a lady’s man dressed in his thrift store chic. Tonight, his open collared flannel shirt revealed a forest of graying chest hair. His crooked teeth with gaps large enough to drive a Sherman tank through and the greasy dyed black hair pulled into a ponytail made me guess he was bisexual—that is to say, the only sex he got was if he bought it. He gave “ugly” a boost in the ratings.

			“Abu, be a little discreet. Vice might be working this place and I don’t need the attention.”

			Abu offered a smile and said in a voice that could be heard across the bar, “Thank you for the low interest loan. I appreciate you trusting me. I hope we are now even and I can borrow again sometime in the near future if my business requires a quick infusion of cash.” He then lowered his voice, “Is that discreet enough for you?”

			I pocketed the bills without doing a second counting. 

			As he turned to leave, he said over his shoulder, “I hope I will hear from you again this week. I need to get my money back.”

			“Count on it.” 

			I hit my limit for one evening. I decided to call it quits and try again tomorrow night when my head wasn’t ringing like the Liberty Bell right before it cracked. 

			I had nothing to go home to, only a partially furnished undercover apartment. Before Kaylee’s death, Maggie and I had a nice place in a Nashville suburb, Mt. Juliet, overlooking Old Hickory Lake. That year from hell threw our lives into a tailspin and we never recovered. Our faith in God was shattered and our marriage collapsed. Maggie left within a few months of Kaylee’s abduction. We just couldn’t hold it together and with the loss of our only child, neither of us fought to save the relationship. I gave her almost everything in terms of our physical possessions, but we were both emotionally and spiritually bankrupt. I buried myself in undercover work and she moved on with what was left of her life.

			At least at the UC apartment the music wouldn’t be blaring and I could wrap myself in quiet solitude without risking exposure. The secret to a successful undercover backstory was to lie as little as possible. Every undercover agent, like every politician, knew the best lies were conceived in truth.  Undercovers got killed for the little mistakes not the big ones. You slipped up in conversation revealing a truth that didn’t fit the narrative. You talked about your wife and kids when your UC role had you single. You mentioned combat when you were playing a lifelong pacifist. That’s why sitting around a bar, lonely and looking for intel could be dangerous. Just in striking up a casual conversation you could get caught slipping. 

			My story was pretty simple and for the most part true. I was from Tennessee and moved out here to get away from a witch who divorced me and took almost every possession I owned. Answering for the Eagle, Globe, and Anchor tattooed on my left shoulder, I had been in the Marines. After a rough Iraq deployment, I was medically discharged with a small pension. Years ago I spent a few weeks in New York’s Brighton Beach and found the women of the former Soviet bloc appealing. Now I was lonely and looking for something to do. The first few dancers I met at the club were from the Ukraine and fulfilled my immediate needs. All I needed was a job to supplement my pension, but employers weren’t hiring a veteran suffering from TBI, traumatic brain injury. No one really inquired about my past. If they did, I was ready to spring the full fabricated story. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			 

			I debated stumbling toward the door to appear somewhat inebriated, but decided it wasn’t worth the effort. To these people I was pure vanilla. The only ones who paid attention were the girls immediately after I slipped them a “Jackson” for five minutes of entertainment. Once they grabbed the twenty-dollar lap dance fee and the music stopped, they had little need for me or any story I concocted.

			Between the 7-Eleven Big Gulp I drank on the way to the bar and tonight’s beers, my bladder was about to explode. The facilities at the Calcutta Crib were hardly five-star, but when you’ve sat on as many surveillances as I have and peed in cups of all sizes, filthy urinals were hardly off-putting.

			The spring-loaded door creaked as I pushed it open, and it slammed shut as I ambled up to the middle urinal; always take the center to avoid getting pinned against the wall if trouble arises. I’d walked down enough dark alleys in my life to know every action needed to be calculated, even a trip to the men’s room.

			Unzipping and preparing to do my business, the Bible verse ran through my mind. I quoted it before every patrol in Iraq and now at every urinal in every undercover operation. In the FBI, it started as a joke. I thought quoting scripture in front of a stall would make a great scene, especially in HD. I was an actor without lines and played every assignment as if it were another episode in my hit TV series. The verse became a verbal talisman, an oral good-luck piece—stand at a urinal and silently recite Deuteronomy 31:8, “the Lord himself will go before you and be with you. He will never leave you nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged.”

			I don’t even believe it anymore. Like I said, it’s a Pavlovian response. It’s not that I’m afraid to die. Hell, I would welcome death. At least it would mean the end of the headaches, the end of the loneliness, the end of a life without Maggie and Kaylee. I feel forsaken. I feel discouraged. Where was God when my daughter was killed? Where was He when my marriage fell apart? Did He really go before me and was He with me? I thought He was there overseas. After all, I came back, but maybe it was luck as the atheists proclaimed.

			Back home, things changed. I did my four-year stretch and got out. The FBI seemed the perfect fit. I could still be part of a brotherhood of warriors. I could still serve my country. I could still honor my commitment to “protect and defend this nation against all enemies, foreign and domestic.” But I could come home every night and start the family Maggie and I desired. 

			We were blessed and we knew it. We said it each evening when we went to bed and at every meal. Thank you God for this perfect life. Oh yeah, we were on a roll and Kaylee added chapters to our textbook life. The perfect baby, ten fingers and ten toes. She looked like her mother. A fairy princess and future homecoming queen. 

			Then our life imploded. The unspoiled, decayed. What was beautiful perished. Our little girl was snatched from us by an urban predator and the life we knew collapsed. Devastating doesn’t even begin to describe the hell we journeyed.

			Before my mind drifted further into the abyss of my past, the door squeaked open and another patron of this fine establishment stumbled in, apparently needing to drain his bladder as well. With the slamming of the door, I glanced over to see Crooked Teeth. Maybe it was a coincidence, maybe not. 

			Though the size of the actual area varies with each species, it is known as “critical distance” and “flight distance.” An animal, and that includes man, will retreat while within one, and attack when in the other. The tiny men’s room was now critical distance. There was no retreat as Crooked Teeth overshadowed the only egress.

			I was armed with only my cynicism. The two-inch scar above my right eye was the result of getting caught in a Chicago restroom several years ago. An undercover target who earlier in the evening was less than satisfied with my smart mouth, taught me a valuable lesson. When tonight’s newest men’s room guest walked in, I casually threw my left arm up against the wall to brace myself in case of attack. It was an action that came automatically in public restrooms. The arm became both padding and leverage should I need it. 

			As I braced myself, a beer-brave Crooked Teeth sprang. He obviously saw the payoff in the bar and decided to line his pockets by separating me from my money. I really wasn’t in any mood to play this guy’s fool and quite frankly was looking for an opportunity to kick somebody’s ass. It would alleviate some of the hurt and add a thrill to the mundane.  

			Still unzipped and “exposed” my head bounced off my arm as Crooked Teeth attempted to shove me against the wall. I sprang back, turning quickly, spraying myself and his pants in the process. He thought I was an easy mark and vulnerable while standing at the urinal, but he was about to learn a valuable Biblical lesson—“thou shall not steal” had more than just religious afterlife implications. 

			With my right arm swinging in a roundhouse maneuver I caught his face with the back of my closed fist. Continuing to spin, now squarely facing him, I landed a left to his solar plexus as his body began to fold to the wet floor. His powerful gasp of alcohol-saturated breath was enough to make me want to gag, but I remained focused and grabbed his greasy ponytail with my right hand. Jerking him back upright, I threw a left hand palm strike to the base of his nose. You could hear cartilage tear and bone collapse as blood erupted from the shattered nose. Still trying to process the speed of my reaction, his arrogance hadn’t contemplated resistance. As his mouth quickly filled with blood, he couldn’t even cry out in pain. He merely gurgled a muted drunken scream. 

			Throwing his body to the filthy urine-stained linoleum floor, I delivered a powerful right kick guaranteeing breathing would be difficult for about six weeks as broken ribs healed. It was a cheap shot, but the Marquess of Queensberry Rules only applied in the ring. He attempted to curl into a fetal position as I delivered two more rapid kicks. Tears flooded his eyes and a smell overwhelmed the confined room as he lost control of his bladder and bowels. He gasped for a breath that wasn’t easily coming. Squatting over him, I lifted his head by the collar of the worn green shirt, now stained with his blood, and threw one more elbow. He was out and wouldn’t be waking up anytime soon.

			I stood and finished peeing—on him. I zipped up and grabbed his limp body. Dragging it through the urine and blood and probably a few other bodily fluids on the floor, I stuffed Crooked Teeth into an oversized broom closet where he could rest for the remainder of the evening.

			I scrambled out of the restroom, embarrassed by the large wet spot on the front of my pants. No one noticed as all eyes were focused on center stage. Heading toward the exit, a smile crossed my face; someone had just been given a valuable lesson in restroom etiquette. 

			I wasn’t sure how to handle this in my daily report, but as an instructor at the FBI Academy taught us “if it isn’t on paper, it didn’t happen.” In a matter of seconds, the decision was made—there had been no men’s room minuet.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			 

			Walking out into the night air, the smell of fresh rain greeted me. From beneath the dimly-lit, faded, multi-colored canopy entrance to the club, I could see a light drizzle falling. The streets were wet, an unusual occurrence in drought-plagued Southern California. The lack of rain had been an issue for months as farmers, ranchers, and many small towns throughout the state rationed the scarce water supply. The rainfall was at “dust bowl” levels and though tonight’s brief shower was a welcome relief, it would take more than a few sprinkles to end the shortage. 

			I maintained “situational awareness” doing a casual three-sixty, surveying the street. Crooked Teeth wouldn’t be following me, at least anytime soon. Maybe though he had an associate who was responsible for phase two of the assault plan. It was doubtful since he was always a loner in the club, but another cretin from the bar may have seen Abu’s payout and needed a quick money fix as well. The headache pounding my skull a few minutes earlier was gone—amazing what a rush of adrenaline could do. 

			 

			***

			 

			I had been on the bad end of a few thumpings and always marveled at how quick bursts of aggression made me feel alive. It was like my deployment to Iraq. Fallujah has become as important in Marine Corps lore as any battle. In 2004, it was days upon days of house-to-house fighting. Jihadists hid everywhere waiting to sacrifice themselves and join their seventy-two houris, perpetual virgins, in Paradise. We did our best to expedite the meetings. In those few weeks we made more ballistic entries into concrete residences than most police tactical teams do in a lifetime. Often, the buildings were empty, but when the insurgents hit, it was sheer hell. The ambushes brought out the best in my men; their training took over, their responses clicked to automatic. You were never as alive as when you were close to death and we were alive! With each battle we felt a surge of manhood. It was life—and death—it was brutal, chaotic, and yes, exhilarating. Tonight’s little rumble in a rancid restroom fulfilled my basic need for violence.

			Every six months, I’m required to see a psychologist as part of the FBI’s undercover program. It’s more of a check-off-the box for administrators so if any of the limited number of “certified” undercover agents go off the reservation, the bureaucrats’ collective butts are covered. I have never disclosed to any doctor the thrill I got in combat or the fact undercover work brings on a somewhat similar high. UC assignments assault the mind and the soul. I’m hooked on the rush and hide my darkest thoughts from those medical professionals who wield the power of the pen and can end an undercover career as quickly as a bullet.

			But military combat was more than an unbelievable adrenaline blast. It was beyond satisfying primitive survival instincts in a battleground environment. It was dispensing justice, government-approved jurisprudence, by destroying terrorists without the need to employ due process. Sure, we had rules of engagement, but men who had never even been to America or might not be able to find it on a map were my enemy. With one trigger pull I became judge, jury, and executioner. It was a feeling of power that can’t be matched in the States. Here we have the Constitution; over there on patrol we had moral righteousness targeting a radical element seeking to extinguish this nation’s greatness. We dispatched our own brand of legal objectivity.

			 

			***

			 

			I turned up the collar on my jacket to ward off the cold and prepared to pick up the pace to avoid getting soaked. As I did each night I hung out at the club, I parked about a half mile away. Part of my reasoning was to get in a little exercise and walk off the beers; I also wanted casual observers to think I was local. I’m not sure the act fooled anyone. After all, I wasn’t a recent immigrant as were most in the neighborhood. No one seemed to care, one way or the other. In fact, in the entire month I hung out at the bar, no one even inquired beyond my first name. “Cash” was the only name I needed. As long as I had cash I was welcomed.

			The rain picked up and I was drenched by the time I got to the car. As I was about to open the door, the squeal of racing tires came from behind me. I wheeled in time to see an older Ford Explorer braking hard and skidding through a red light. The vehicle slammed into a light pole on the other side of the intersection, flooding the night air with the sound of crunching metal and exploding glass. The SUV crumbled. Glass splayed everywhere and car parts littered the wet asphalt.

			As I raced to the site, I reached into my back pocket, grabbed my cell phone, and prepared to call 9-1-1. Attempting to punch in the numbers while on the run, I glanced up at the demolished vehicle and noticed someone exiting the back seat of the Explorer. The person, stunned by the accident, staggered fleeing the scene. The mist and darkness obscured details. It could have been a man, but I wasn’t sure. He ran toward a nearby alley. Rather than give chase, I made the call, and continued toward the car.

			The scene was predictable but still unsettling. For whatever reason, the air bags failed to deploy. Blood was everywhere. Two people, one an adult male and the second, a girl who appeared to be about twelve, were in the front seat. A younger girl was in the back. 

			I struggled to open the battered driver’s side door and when I did, death greeted me. The two in the front seat lay motionless. There were no cries for help, labored breathing, or even the slightest moans. Despite the chaos of the crash there was almost an eerie silence. I placed my fingers on the driver’s neck and found no pulse. Reaching across to the passenger, she was lifeless as well. Both lives extinguished in an instant, their souls seeking respite elsewhere. 

			Life stirred in the back; immediately behind the driver, a girl of about eight or nine drifted in and out of consciousness. Blood gushed from a large gash on her forehead and her left leg contorted beneath the crushed front seat. 

			The back door had popped open upon impact. I exited the front seat and rushed to the aid of the young girl, using my handkerchief as a clean compress to stop the bleeding. Blood veiled the innocence of her youth and distorted her features.  

			Sirens wailed in the background as a small crowd, escaping their apartments, started to gather at the accident scene. No one was offering help, just curious onlookers seeking to fulfill their perverted bloodlust. They cried out in accented English and Spanish, their assistance consisting only of screams. 

			After carefully straddling the girl and putting more pressure on the wound, I spied the brown envelope with cryptic writing on the outside, the one Nicoli, the bartender, gave the dancer. It was open and some of its shocking content was strewn across the backseat. My mind drifted to thoughts of my daughter as I continued to apply pressure. 

			The photos were pure filth! Who could subject children to such perversion? Surely God, if He still existed, had a special place in hell for anyone who would do this to His creations. Thousands of images of our daughter raced through my head. The face of the man who destroyed our little girl was staring at me in my imagination. 

			I grabbed the envelope, gathered up the photos, and stuffed the packet under my shirt. The investigation was about to take an uncompromising detour and I wasn’t sure who, if anyone, would be joining me on the journey.

			 

			***

			 

			The first-responders arrived quickly and took over the immediate medical responsibilities. Nothing could be done for the two in the front seat, but the younger girl was rushed to the closest trauma center.

			I never revealed my true identity to anyone in authority. When the police officer on the scene began gathering witness information I provided my undercover identification, maintaining my secrecy. I always used my true first name for one important reason; I didn’t want civilian friends who might catch me on the street calling me “Josh” when my UC name was “Matt.” Today I was Joshua Bond, the name selected because I’m a 007 fan. I had all the backstopping needed to sustain the façade—driver’s license, credit cards, and pocket litter. The cop who took the initial report didn’t ask many questions just enough to complete the narrative. I figured this would be written up as a double fatality buried on the back pages of the San Diego Union-Tribune.

			Since the evening rain cleared the streets of pedestrians prior to the accident, I was the only witness. It was a single car crash and the paperwork was going to be minimal. The wreck would be attributed to “black ice” a condition associated with Southern California roads when a light rain combines with asphalt and exhaust causing a slick transparent coating on the street. It would be up to the insurance company to assign blame.

			After the patrol officer was done with me, I headed back to my car, noting the license number of the Ford Explorer. I passed within ear shot of a second team of paramedics who arrived on the scene. I overheard one say, referring to the passengers in the front seat, “Those two never had a chance.”

			“What about the little girl?” asked her partner.

			“She might make it.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			 

			I threw on a dry, gray sweatshirt buried in the back beneath some blankets. Trying to digest all that had transpired, I collapsed in the front seat of my undercover car, a 2007 Pontiac G6. Rage surged through my body as I viewed the dozens of photos. The virtue of youth had been erased by at least two people; whoever took the photos and the man who performed these depraved acts. It took little effort to envision the thousands of men downloading the images, satisfying their lust at the expense of the two girls. These children were forced to commit sexual acts that were perverse even if performed by an adult. And how many more children would be sexually exploited by the men viewing these photos because their aberrant desires required reality not just images on a screen? How could anyone, regardless of cultural differences or a progressive definition of art, sanction such filth? There was no excuse to justify this garbage. 

			I only caught a fleeting glance of the dead girl in the front seat. My attention was on the younger one in the back, but I was certain both girls in the car were in the photos.

			More visions of Kaylee filled my mind. For the past two years, I awoke at night drenched in hatred thinking of what that monster did to our little girl—to my little girl. Her body was ravaged; her insides ripped as he sexually abused her. I cried out to God as to why He would allow such evil to exist and never received an answer. 

			The attacker’s end came swiftly in a park near Kaylee’s elementary school. Henry David Sanders, a registered sex offender and product of the sixties who believed “free love” included children, pulled a knife on a cop, the father of three daughters. Four shots from only a few feet away dispatched a twisted deviant to hell. 

			It also spared my wife and me further horror as the rapist’s case would have dragged through the judicial system for months. I had no intention of sitting in court listening to a paid defense psychiatrist explain how the accused was deprived of a meaningful youth; how he deserved adequate counseling; how he now repented for his deeds. 

			Maggie and I weren’t grounded in our faith. We only played church and wrestled with doubt as we waded through the devastation. No one came alongside us during the struggle and frankly, I sought no counsel. Maybe if I had I could have saved the relationship, but with the loss of Kaylee, our family was destroyed. Her death drained our strength, and we couldn’t summon the courage to save a fragile marriage.

			Now I was looking at photos of two little girls whose childhoods were stolen by the people responsible for these pictures. I never saw any kids at the club or even hanging around out back where we all went for a smoke. I certainly didn’t recognize the girls, but that didn’t matter. I recognized depravity; that’s all I needed to see.

			How to proceed? My case agent, FBI Special Agent Daniel M. Walker III, was a straight-shooter and “administratively pure” as his supervisor told me when I first reported to San Diego. Through some guys I knew in the office, I learned Danny was a third generation FBI agent and destined for Bureau hierarchy. His grandfather was a Headquarters Section Chief in the Criminal Division in the early sixties, and his dad retired as the SAC, Special Agent in Charge, of the Cincinnati Field Office. Danny planned to surpass both in his rise to the top and saw this case as his chance to vault past his peers. Never being one with management aspirations, I preferred the street to a corner office. The rules, however, required a case agent and now the two of us were a team.

			We had only been working together for the length of this investigation, about a month. I had to admit he already kept my butt out of hot water with one of my more egregious paperwork oversights. He was right and I corrected the “consensual monitoring” forms I improperly completed. Though it might have seemed unimportant, it was just the type of error that could doom an investigation once we got into court. I needed a detail guy like Danny every time I went deep, otherwise my forays into the criminal underworld would probably only result in headlines, not convictions.

			We got along okay, but I read him pretty quickly and sensed he preferred the “hey diddle diddle straight up the middle” approach to undercover matters. He didn’t want to deviate from a well-scripted and approved operations order. He made that clear when he said, “With this case we’re going to snap the chalk line and maintain the mark as we move forward.” It was tough to conceal my contempt as he spouted management babble. 

			He and his supervisor were on the same page. They were only interested in pursuing the approved undercover operation order. When I told Danny about Abu’s bookmaking venture he was emphatic. “We aren’t changing the nature of this investigation. No prosecutor is going to walk a gambling case into federal court. And besides, this isn’t Nashville where the division probably only has a single catchall organized crime squad. Our squad doesn’t handle gambling violations.” 

			I had my marching orders. All the violations were to be kept within the jurisdictional boundaries of his squad. The contents of the envelope might have been a federal violation, but it was outside the “scope” of the undercover investigation as defined by the headquarters’ sanctioned plan. The UC op was a narco-terrorism investigation, straight and simple.

			It was almost midnight and I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep. Even with the bathroom brawl, the accident, the two dead victims, and the discovery of the photos, my headache had not returned. I was pretty sure it was about to, though this time, I was bringing it on myself.

			 

			***

			 

			I decided to pursue this on my own at least in the initial stages. Even if I could interest him, I wasn’t sure how long it would take Danny and a team of FBI agents to respond at this hour. Despite the success of TV’s 24, the Bureau can’t get anything done in twenty-four hours. Right now I needed to act and didn’t want bureaucracy and jurisdictional disputes to delay what had to be done. I could always cut him in later.

			The Calcutta Crib was the best place to start and a little one-on-one with the bartender might answer a lot of questions. The problem was maintaining my cover while seeking those answers. Throwing my badge at Nicoli would obviously blow my covert status and I still didn’t believe there was enough leverage to elicit his full cooperation as an informant. Maybe I could confront him with the pictures and demand answers as a father rather than as an FBI agent. I wouldn’t have to fake the outrage. The approach seemed viable. Relying upon the words of Al Capone, I’d first retrieve my Glock. You can get much farther with a kind word and a gun than you can with a kind word alone.

			In previous undercover assignments I drove a Range Rover, a Mercedes, a BMW, a Porsche, but now I was domestic, driving a car manufactured by a company that no longer existed.  The Bureau had a large inventory of UC vehicles and if a specific need arose, management would see you got it. I wasn’t a high-roller this time out. I was strictly low rent. The Pontiac was a decade old. The paint was chipped, the upholstery ripped, and the left rear fender damaged, but it fit my back story. The FBI mechanics made sure it ran to perfection and late one evening on a semi-deserted stretch of the 8 Freeway I hit a hundred without a shimmy or a shake.

			I got out of the car and popped the trunk. The tech agents built several concealed compartments in the back to store recording equipment, my FBI credentials and badge, my Glock and extra ammo. It wasn’t convenient, but it wasn’t designed for easy access by me or an intruder. Its purpose was concealment and they did a great job. 

			Because the State of California doesn’t celebrate the Second Amendment, I never carried a weapon into the bar. Carry permits for civilians weren’t easy to obtain and it made no sense in my cover story to be concealing a gun, even if Abu, the fat bookie, had a semi-automatic buried under several layers of lard. I would have had a hard time explaining my lawlessness had a dancer brushed up against me during one of her performances. Should an employee think I had a weapon I might not even be challenged, but the word would quickly spread I was probably a cop and all communication would cease. For any confrontation in the bar, I would rely on my rapier wit and quick hands; the two things that instigated most of my Bureau problems. At least tonight in the bathroom, the hands worked. Now I was partnering with Mr. Glock.

			It was always a difficult choice whether to go into any assignment armed. The decision more often than not fell upon the manufactured legend than the element of danger. If my undercover persona wouldn’t be carrying a gun, then I wouldn’t carry one. Most of the slime at the Calcutta Crib might be carrying a venereal disease, but few a weapon, hence my answer.

			I pulled the trunk liner away from the right side panel to reveal a wall built out and away from the car’s frame. It matched the color of the underside of the vehicle. To the uninitiated, it appeared to be part of the standard design. Only if you looked closely and compared both sides of the trunk’s interior would you discern the four-inch difference. I tapped lightly on the overlapping side pane and the panel popped open, displaying the video and audio recording equipment for the vehicle, and my badge, gun, and credentials, all held in place by metal brackets. I removed the 9mm Glock 19 and an extra magazine. I slipped the weapon into the small of my back and the mag into my left rear pocket. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			 

			I never made it to “last call” during the week. Weekends they shut everything down at 2 a.m., but this was Tuesday night, really Wednesday morning. Assuming there was a cleanup crew they still might be in the club and maybe my bartender buddy was setting up for Wednesday’s shift. The answer would come quickly.

			The rain subsided and it took less than five minutes to drive to the front of the bar. The flashing lights normally enticing sinners into perdition were dimmed, so I drove around the block to the back entrance, parking three buildings past the club. There were two vehicles parked in the alley, a beat-up Toyota Tacoma pick-up and a decades-old Honda Civic. It was impossible to determine if they belonged to someone from the Crib.

			I didn’t really have much of a plan other than confronting Nicoli with one of the photos. I wasn’t about to expose all the contents and chance he might wrestle the pictures away and destroy the evidence. Though confident I could pound his skinny Eastern European backside into the pavement, I wasn’t sure how many henchmen might still be in the club. I wasn’t willing to take on a team of moronic bouncers and obviously preferred to confront the bartender alone. 

			Though all the photos were vile, I slid one of the less egregious ones under my sweatshirt. To fit with the lie, I left my wallet in the glove box and headed toward the door. Before exiting the car, I threw on a ski cap and pulled it to just above my eyes, concealing my hair but little else. Once inside, I’d pull it all the way down before bracing Nicoli.

			The Calcutta Crib wasn’t Fort Knox; security was minimal. A rusted wrought iron gate with thin bars several inches apart protected the rear entrance. Its true purpose was to keep the police, who might raid the back room, at bay long enough for the girls and patrons to get dressed. Other than some sound equipment, the bar didn’t have anything worth stealing unless a burglar with a panty fetish was hoping to capture some lose G-strings. I tried to turn the door knob, but the gate was locked. Reaching through the bars, I knocked loudly on the back door. After banging a few more times to no avail I returned to the car and retrieved my “finesse” equipment.

			The FBI doesn’t teach lock-picking, in fact it’s never authorized except for the technically trained agents armed with specialized tools and a search warrant. But I learned early in my career it was a handy skill when secured door knobs proved an obstacle to access.

			A lock-pick gun took much of the skill out of picking a simple pin-and-tumbler. The biggest problem in using the device was it almost always left a mark on the steel casing, evidence of an intrusion. I wasn’t too worried about leaving a trail of bread crumbs for some investigator to follow. Should the ownership suspect a break-in, they wouldn’t seek the aid of the police. In all likelihood, they handled justice off-the-books.

			Like a kid trying to swipe a candy bar from a convenience store, I looked up and down the alley to see whether my presence had aroused any curious onlookers. Cloudy skies covered the moon and the only street light designed to illuminate the alley burned out; probably years ago. The back entrance was a perfect target for my amateur skills.

			I inserted a tension wrench into the bottom of the key opening and turned the device slightly to exert minimal pressure on the lock. Then slipping the prong of the lock-pick gun into the lock, I rotated the cylinder within the lock’s housing. It took only seconds. Now it was a matter of pulling the trigger a couple of times before hearing the distinctive click. A tug on the handle and the wrought iron security door popped open. I repeated the steps on the lock to the back door and was in. 

			“Anybody here?” Nothing. “Hey, is anybody here? Nicoli, you still here? You guys left the back door open.” Still nothing. “I lost my wallet and was wondering if anybody found it.”

			There was a strange silence. For the previous eight hours the walls rocked with the bass thumping of techno-trash music, now the structure was taking a well-deserved rest.

			When I first entered the club a month earlier, I did the usual visual check of any venue I infiltrated—an appreciation of the surroundings, mindful of the unfamiliar, making the foreign my own. I checked for all the exits and looked for the covers and concealments. I would be spending a lot of time here and wanted to insure my safety should a personal security issue arise. 

			I also looked for alarm systems and monitoring devices. Surprisingly, there were neither. Even the emergency exit off to the right side of the stage wasn’t alarmed if someone opened the door. Apparently the owner figured the bouncers, built like tanks, would provide the necessary deterrent should anyone try walking the bar bill. It was one factor that made me question how much criminal activity went on in this place other than booking and hooking, something that happened in strip bars throughout the country. Most drug traffickers made safety and security a priority. Farid Saleem, the owner, didn’t seem to have those concerns. I reported my conclusions and technical findings, even drawing detailed maps for Danny and his supervisor. The case was still a go and anything to get out of Nashville motivated me. 

			Not wanting to spend any longer than I had to inside, I hurried to the bar located at the front of the building and searched for any further evidence of child pornography. A few drawers contained nude pictures of some of the dancers, though nothing with children. There were no locked compartments or cabinets. In fact, the backside of the bar was a lot more transparent than the claims of presidential candidates. I was also looking for an address or phone number for Nicoli but again struck out. No photos, no notes, no business records. 

			Recalling where the bartender was standing when he handed the envelope to the dancer, I moved to the far end of the bar, near the cash register. Beneath the marred wooden counter there were only open shelves; no locked drawers, no place to conceal an envelope containing prosecutable images. Nicoli must have been holding the envelope for a short time before the dancer’s arrival and saw no need to keep it under lock and key. 

			I squatted just to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. I had!

			A shotgun was braced against the sidewall beneath the register. From the new vantage point it was clearly visible, unlocked with easy access. I pulled it from brackets that were securing it to the plywood panel. Both barrels of the Stoeger side-by-side were sawed off, no more than fifteen inches in length, well short of the legal limit,. It would be easy for anyone behind the bar to grab the weapon. Even with the shortened barrels its effective range would cover to the back wall of the club. I broke it down and removed two twelve gauge shells, stuffing them in my front pocket. I wasn’t sure of the next target, but thought it would be fun to watch the reaction when the shooter realized the firing pin fell on an empty chamber. To be on the safe side, I wiped down the weapon to remove my prints. If the police did find it, I didn’t need any evidence circling back to me.  

			Hoping to find an employee directory, I did a cursory search of the hostess stand at the front door, just off the bar; nothing but matches, business cards, scratch paper, and trash.

			There were three rooms remaining, all in the back: Farid Saleem’s office, the room where the dancers took their prey, and what I assumed was the liquor storeroom secured by a heavy-duty granite steel lock. It made sense any paperwork of importance would be in Saleem’s office.

			The lock to his office was easier to pick than the security gate or the backdoor. All it took was a credit card. I was in within a minute.

			Farid’s desk was hardly that of an aspiring entrepreneur. It was old and marred with papers strewn across the top. Careful not to let him know I’d been in the office I was cautious about keeping things as I found them. I struck pay dirt instantly. In the top drawer was an employee roster of names and addresses. I scrolled down quickly not recognizing any names until I came to the only Nicoli. Nicoli Bashmakov. I snapped a picture of the list on my iPhone and continued searching the other drawers. Cash was everywhere but nothing else of importance popped out. I had my list. It was time to find the bartender.

			Exiting Saleem’s office, I heard a noise emanating from inside the club. It was more than the air conditioning unit kicking over. I stopped and listened intently. The few seconds of silence seemed much longer. There it was again, a thump as if banging into a wall. I moved down the hallway toward the sound. The noise got louder, but this time it was harmonized with painful moaning followed by wheezing and a whimper.

			A smile crossed my face as Crooked Teeth stumbled out of the men’s room gasping for air, feeling the full effects of the well-deserved beat down he’d experienced a couple hours earlier. At first, he didn’t see me hidden in the shadows, a dim nightlight in the hallway providing only minimal illumination. 

			I pulled down the ski mask and before my quarry knew what hit him, I grabbed him from behind and hustled him down the hallway. His head doubled as a battering ram banging open the back door and gate. Crooked Teeth landed with a muted thump in the empty parking lot, writhing in pain on the pitted asphalt with little chance of recovering quickly from the latest assault.

			With a broad grin, I raced to the undercover Pontiac and was out of the area in seconds.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			 

			I drove a couple of miles west and pulled into the parking lot of a Denny’s. In the far corner beyond the illumination of light poles, some homeless made camp and were sharing a crack pipe. I let it go. I was here to plan my next assault, not police the area. Parking under one of the lights, I began to peruse the names and addresses on the list, stopping at the entry for Nicoli Bashmakov. We were all living lies, but I assumed this was the bartender. There were no listings for Dawn, Dusty, or Bambi so it made sense my meth supplier was using his true name. Punching in the address on my map app, I realized I was only a few blocks from Nicoli’s residence.

			Two and three story apartment buildings lined both sides of the street. The North Park address was a “1/2” so I expected the bartender’s place to be a back unit or part of a duplex. Some single family homes were erratically interspersed between the overshadowing complexes. A few original residents probably decided to hold out for more money and the real estate moguls merely built around the recalcitrant owners. Because of the hour and limited lighting, it was difficult to see the house numbers. The street was crowded with parked cars on either side. Straining to find the numerals plastered on walls and mailboxes, I eventually spotted the house, lodged between two larger buildings. I had to drive to the end of the block before finding a place to park.

			I made my way back down the street. Having no idea what kind of car Nicoli drove, I wasted no time looking at vehicles. The single story, tan stucco home sat only a few feet off the sidewalk and was dwarfed by its neighbors. Nicoli’s unit was above the detached garage at the back end of the property.

			There were no cars parked in the driveway and the lights were off at the main house and above the garage. Access to Nicoli’s unit was by way of a stairway off to the south side of the garage behind the fence. 

			Fences always bothered me. Too many dogs lived behind those barriers. I didn’t want to awaken nosey neighbors with barking and I had no desire to be a midnight snack for a pack of hungry pit bulls. When I gently rattled the gate, no canines sprang from the darkness. In my second attempt, I shook the gate harder—nothing. 

			Slowly, I entered the yard, leaving the gate open in case a quick exit was needed. Still quiet. I began a deliberate climb up the stairs, attempting to lessen the footfalls to avoid aggravating a squeaky step. I arrived at the top without incident only to find an envelope pinned to the door with Nicoli’s name printed on the front. 

			Not worried about the Fourth Amendment, I opened the sealed envelope thinking it might be of interest. It wasn’t. It was from the landlord. Since it read like a first notice, rather than let Nicoli know someone had read his mail, I crumpled the note and stuffed it my pocket. 

			The bartender wasn’t home. I headed back to my car deciding my next move.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			 

			A visit to the hospital seemed the next logical step, but now I would have to be overt. Remaining in my undercover capacity wasn’t an option. I wouldn’t get any cooperation posing as a concerned civilian. Privacy laws were strictly enforced and even smooth talking hustlers couldn’t expect assistance from the staff.

			My four-day stubble was far from the current metrosexual trend. J. Edgar would be rolling over in his grave if he thought I was representing the Bureau looking like I was part of an oil spill mop-up crew. I needed at least minimal maintenance.

			Spotting an all-night gas station on University Avenue, I pulled into the lot. A quick trip to the restroom allowed me to at least wash my face and slick down my hair, using my fingers as a makeshift comb. 

			From the trunk, I retrieved my badge and credentials. I slid the badge onto my belt and slipped the credentials in the pocket of a blue blazer I kept in suit bag laid flat over the spare tire. I still wasn’t ready for prime-time, but at least I was somewhat presentable.

			Though I’d accidently driven by the hospital once, I wasn’t sure I could find it again. The massive complex was hard to miss if I could get in the right neighborhood. I asked Siri and she quickly provided directions.

			This may not have been my smartest move. The gutter dwellers from the bar might be wandering the halls looking for the girl. But finding who was responsible for the depravity was more important than preserving my undercover identity. Besides, it was late. I would do my best to blend in with the obscurity.

			I threw on my Clark Kent glasses, thick and black with clear lenses; not a fashion statement, just a great prop I’d previously used for effect. For anyone working the hospital at this hour, I’d almost look official.

			The automatic doors opened to the emergency room of the huge medical edifice occupying several city blocks. The waiting room was about half full. It was a weeknight and judging from the appearance of the patients, most may have been on Medicaid with a phantom cold, merely looking for a chance to get out of the rain. 

			An older Hispanic woman with long, black hair and large brown eyes glared at me as I approached the desk. Before I could say a word, she said with bureaucratic efficiency, “Can I help you?” 

			Then a nurse yelled, “We got a bad one comin’ in. Gang shooting at a rave party on 58th. Paramedics have four. ETA five minutes. Let’s be ready, everybody.”

			It was obvious the lady at the desk had little time for me and was preparing for the pending paper onslaught. I flashed my FBI credentials and she gave me a little more attention but not much.

			“What do you need?” she asked.

			“You had a little girl admitted earlier in the evening, a traffic accident around midnight. It was a double fatality. Can you give me any details? I’d like to see the girl.”

			The desk clerk pointed to the nurse who announced the upcoming late night rush and I headed toward her, hoping to grab a few seconds of her attention before controlled chaos ensued.

			I flashed my credentials a second time and introduced myself. “I know you don’t have much time. You treated a little girl this evening from a traffic fatality. I need to see her.”

			“You’re not going to be able to,” she said looking over my shoulder at a couple of orderlies who were preparing the examination rooms for the soon-to-be arriving casualties.

			“Don’t go regulation on me.”

			“I’m not. She’s gone.”

			“What’d you mean she’s gone?” I asked, fearing the girl might be dead. 

			“She’s gone. Her uncle checked her out about fifteen minutes ago. AMA.”

			 

			“AMA! I would think it’s against medical advice. Two people were killed in that wreck! How could you just release her?”

			“We didn’t have a choice,” she said as she began prepping for the arriving trauma patients.

			“You should’ve at least kept her overnight for observation.”

			“I agree, but what could we do? We did a complete trauma assessment, x-rays, blood panel. Her vitals were normal. She spoke little English, but there were no visible injuries, other than a cut above her eye, which we treated. She had no other complaints.”

			Shaking my head, anger creeped into the question. “How do you know she had no other complaints? You just said she didn’t speak much English.”

			“When her uncle arrived we asked him to translate. She had no complaints.”

			“Did the uncle understand the situation?” I asked still coming to grips with the release of the lone survivor of a fatal accident.

			“The doctor tried to convince him to let us keep her overnight. The uncle wouldn’t consent. He insisted on having her released. There was somewhat of a language barrier, but he knew what he was doing. He understood. The girl was an orphan refugee from Syria and the uncle had the proper documentation. What’s the problem?”

			I pulled one of the less graphic photos from the envelope. “I need your help. I don’t have time to pretty it up. This goes beyond the double fatality.”

			 As I held up the photo, she gasped, “Oh dear God, those poor children. How could anyone force young girls to do that? 

			“That’s the question I’m asking. Is the girl on the right the one who was in here?”

			The nurse had a difficult time viewing the photo. “I can take death. I see it every day, but this makes me sick,” she said turning her head from the photo.

			“Is that the girl?”

			The nurse nodded, then said, “And the man in the photo…”

			She paused and caught a long breath.

			“What about the man?”

			Barely audible she said, “That’s her uncle.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			 

			The hospital’s business office was manned round the clock. After making my way down the long, sterile corridor to speak with the lone employee on the midnight-to-eight shift, I knocked on the door and displayed my credentials before the security peep hole. I assumed a bookkeeper who worked nights wasn’t going to win the Miss Congeniality contest at the all-employee spring picnic, surprisingly though I was granted easy access. Maybe the large, elderly African-American woman just wanted company. We exchanged a few quick pleasantries, but when I explained I was seeking information on the uncle and his niece, she balked. “You know I can’t do this without a warrant or subpoena.”

			“Yeah I know, ‘patient confidentiality.’ I’ve got a huge problem.” 

			“What’s that?”

			“I need your help and time is of the essence. We can’t wait for paper,” I pleaded.

			“I just don’t know.”

			I played my trump card, especially after viewing the family photo on her desk. 

			“Do you have children?”

			“You know I do. Those are my grandchildren,” she responded after seeing me eye the picture. 

			“Then maybe you’ll understand.” I tossed the pornographic photo of the little girl on the desk. “I’m looking for whoever is responsible for this.”  

			“Oh sweet Jesus, how could anyone do something like that?”

			“That’s what I’m trying to find out. Please, I need your help. The little girl in the picture was here tonight. The man next to her claims to be her uncle and checked her out of the hospital.”

			“This little girl and the man in the picture were in my hospital tonight?” she asked as she continued to stare at the photo.

			She looked up long enough to see me nod. Within seconds she punched up the computerized file on the patient. “I could lose my job, so make it quick.”

			“I know. Thanks. We’ve never spoken.”

			“About what?” said the administrator as she headed for the door, knowing I would take the opportunity to view the computer screen. “I’m going for coffee. Want some?”

			“No thanks.”

			I copied down the identifying information from the computer screen on the uncle, Sahir Hamdani, and the niece, Amira Hamdani. According to her date of birth she will be ten in a few months. If I have anything to do with it, her uncle won’t see her next birthday—or his.

			Without closing the computer screen, I left the room and headed toward the parking lot. Three ambulances were racing toward the ER entrance with two police cars following in trace. The timing of my visit, apparently fifteen minutes too late, at least allowed me to get what information I could. The hospital personnel would have their hands full over the next several hours and though those who viewed the pornographic image might not remember much about the inquiring FBI agent, they would never forget the photo.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			 

			Without calling for backup or notifying anybody, I headed to the City Heights address Sahir Hamdani provided as his residence and found what I expected—nothing. There was no such address on the street and at this hour and in this neighborhood it didn’t do any good to go knocking on doors. In case someone transposed the numbers, I walked up and down the block listening for any tell-tale signs of a commotion and felt the hood of every car parked on the street or in a driveway seeing if heat demonstrated it had been recently running. I struck out on all counts.

			Not wanting to wait until morning and needing access to our files, I headed to the FBI offices looking for answers. I hadn’t been there since the UC operation began, but knew I’d have no problem finding the eight-story building, located just off the 805 Freeway in San Diego’s Sorrento Valley. 

			Typically, while working undercover I would distance myself from any law enforcement building especially the FBI, however it seemed safe to approach at two in the morning. I was more concerned with confronting FBI officials than patrons of the Calcutta Crib. I still wasn’t sure whether I was working this part of the investigation on or off the books and the fewer people who knew the better.

			With minimal traffic I arrived at the office in less than thirty minutes. As soon as I turned on to Vista Sorrento Parkway, I pulled to the curb. Leaving the engine running, I popped the trunk to retrieve a magnetic ID card to gain after-hours admission. With access card in hand, I drove up to the gate and waved to one of two guards who manned the security office 24/7. I swiped the card and drove forward once the reinforced gates opened. Swiping the card a few more times to breach several layers of security, I arrived on the fourth floor. Between the computer engineered security system and the cameras throughout the building, my presence wouldn’t be a secret if anyone reviewed the program and the tapes. I’d worry about that when the issue arose. Forgiveness was always easier to obtain than permission.

			Before heading to Danny’s desk, I grabbed a Coke from the break room refrigerator. This was going to be a long night and caffeine would be a necessary “investigative tool.” I popped the top on the can. Taking a sip, I searched my mind for details about the accident. I remembered a Damascus newspaper in a side panel of the Explorer and the nurse said the uncle claimed the little girl was a Syrian refugee. With recent changes to the immigration policy, it made sense a large portion of refugees, members of the greater Syrian diaspora community, would be located in one of the nation’s largest cities. 

			Sitting in my case agent’s work cubicle, I opened the top drawer of his unlocked desk. A man destined for D.C. shouldn’t leave his password written on a 3x5 card. The Bureau required us to change passwords every ninety days with nine numbers, letters, caps, and symbols. The new password couldn’t resemble the previous entry so it took a cyber wizard to come up with a new concoction every three months. I kept my nine-digit recipe tucked away on a 3x5 card as well, but at least I locked my desk. 

			I fired up the computer and “Daniel W. Walker, III” logged on. Within minutes, I began accessing our files and public records. Though time wasn’t on my side, I was willing to stay as long as necessary to acquire as much information as I could before hitting the streets again. 

			In Iraq, we lived on Monsters and Red Bull. Eighteen hour shifts in the Marine Corps were considered average days. The FBI believed in extended bankers’ hours, so my body became used to ten hour shifts. With a caffeinated jolt, I could go a long time without sleep.

			Pouring through computer records, I quickly determined the uncle, if that’s what he was, had a different address on his driver’s license than he gave the hospital. A check of Zillow showed the North Park location to be a privately-run mail drop. There were no cars registered to a Sahir Hamdani in the motor vehicles data base, however that could be explained. Middle Easterners, paying homage to the family, used several names to identify themselves. Also the spelling when translated into English varied based upon the translator. We carried Osama bin Laden as “Usama” before 9/11. Mohammed could be spelled four or five different ways in English. Indian terrorist Tiger Memon, whose cousin owned the Calcutta Crib, was really Ibrahim Mustaq Abdul Razak Nadim Memon. It was tough to fit all that on a vehicle registration application when the form only asked for a first and last name. Maybe Sahir owned a car under a different iteration of his true name.

			The term used in the FBI was “indices.” It referred to an archaic system where all subjects of an investigation were recorded on 3x5 index cards and stored in large file cabinets extending along the office walls. With the advent of the computer, the cards were no longer used, but the term remained. A check of indices revealed Sahir Hamdani was nowhere on the FBI’s radar.

			I decided to run the wrecked Ford Explorer for wants and warrants. When I checked my pants pocket for the piece of scrap paper I’d written the plate number on I couldn’t find it. Checking the pockets a second time, I found it wadded up with some lose dollar bills. After taking a long pull on the Coke, I entered the numbers and watched the computer spit out the results. The Ford was registered to Zaheer Dawar at an address about a half mile from the club. The DL photo of Dawar showed a man in his late fifties. The Explorer’s driver was much younger. Our victim was in his late twenties or early thirties. The vehicle wasn’t listed as stolen so maybe it was a son. I kept swinging and missing. When I ran the car for tickets, I found four parking citations all within a one block area. That seemed promising and may have narrowed the scope of my search.

			I was reluctant to call the police and inquire about the accident to determine if they identified the driver and the passenger in the front seat. As a citizen, my questions would not have been answered and as an agent too many flags would have been raised. I could do just as much on my own and wasn’t interested in slowing my investigation by briefing anyone.

			I did call the county medical examiner’s office and learned both bodies arrived. With nearly 2,000 autopsies performed each year at the San Diego County facility in Kearny Mesa, procedures were conducted around the clock. I identified myself to the night clerk and told her the traffic fatalities were connected to a Russian crime syndicate with cartel connections. I figured with that back story I could grab someone’s attention. I asked her if there was any way she could push the two bodies to the top of the cut list. She balked at first, but when I promised her an FBI baseball cap, she weakened. Now I’d have to figure out how to break into the SWAT room and commandeer a hat—a lot of bureaucracy can be circumvented with an official FBI souvenir.

			Though hardly a computer genius, I cropped the photos of the two girls and the driver’s license photo of Sahir Hamdani, putting together a three photo spread of head shots. It would be a tool when I began canvassing the neighborhood. 

			I needed to determine if the photos recovered from the wreck had been uploaded to any known child pornography sites or if any similar photos of the victims existed. Each division has an Internet Crimes Against Children Task Force, called ICAC, administered by the Department of Justice.  The Bureau maintained a huge data base of “kiddie porn” which played a valuable role in every conviction.  I wanted to compare the images to see if they had history.

			Though I hadn’t spent much time investigating child pornography, I had a passing knowledge of the poorly drafted federal statute. The appellate decisions interpreting the legislation did little to criminalize behavior most would think detestable. The law was written in terms of exploiting “actual” children. To prove a violation, it was necessary to establish the image hadn’t been morphed. While men were getting their rocks off looking at perversion, we had to prove the children in the photograph existed and the pictures were not formulated from the imagination of a graphic designer.

			Looking at the photos again, I knew these children were real and the one on the left was dead. They had both been through a lot at a very young age, but would their faces appear on the dark side of the Web?

			 

			***

			 

			Nashville was a satellite office, called a resident agency. Why the capitol of Tennessee didn’t rate a field office was beyond me. We answered to Memphis. The Memphis Field Office had Grace Borosky, an analyst who knew more about KP, kiddie porn, than almost anyone in the FBI. A few years earlier she was recognized by the Attorney General for her work leading to the arrest of more than three hundred individuals who downloaded images from a Romanian website. 

			She taught Sunday School and looked the part, wholesome and angelic. I never heard her swear or say an unkind word about anyone. Yet, every day, she viewed the vilest filth man could create. I had no idea how she scrubbed her mind clean of the photos she viewed daily. Once, I sat with her as we scrutinized some pictures I had seized. Just by examining the furniture in the photo and recognizing a painting on the wall, she identified the set where the photos were taken. Within seconds, she pulled a series of photos taken by the same photographer a decade earlier. With a skill that didn’t easily translate into the civilian job market, she truly viewed this as her ministry to save children from sexual exploitation. Her mission field was one few would care to walk. I could use her tonight, but destiny had me flying solo.

			I called the office in Tennessee and the night clerk answered on the fourth ring.

			“FBI, Nashville.”

			“Reggie, it’s Josh Stuart.”

			“Hey Josh. How are you? I haven’t seen you in a while.”

			“Been out of town for a month.”

			“Snooping and pooping?” he asked.

			“A little more pooping than I’d like.”

			“What can I do you for?”

			“I’m on a project out West and I need access to the ICAC data base.” 

			“How can I help you?” he asked with confusion in his voice.

			“Can you give me the division’s user ID and password?”

			“What division are you in? Don’t they have an ICAC Task Force and an analyst?” 

			“It’s a little more complicated than that.”

			“How so?” asked Reggie.

			“Don’t ask me to explain. Trust me.”

			“Josh, is this going to come back and bite me in the ass like the last favor I did for you?”

			“Reggie, you skated on that beef. I took the fall. It cost me three days on the bricks, but I kept you out of it.” 

			Reggie reluctantly agreed, knowing I was suspended for three days without pay and kept his name out of the administrative investigation. “Yeah, I guess you did. Is this one going get me?”

			“Only if you’re recording the call.”

			“I’m erasing the tape as we speak,” he said with a laugh.

			“Then are we good-to-go?” I asked.

			“Yeah, but if you log in out there is it going to trigger something at the Puzzle Palace?”

			“Headquarters won’t care. They only audit computer use during bi-annual inspections.”

			“Is that true?” asked the night clerk.

			“I don’t know. It sounds good though, doesn’t it?”

			There was no hesitation in Reggie’s voice. “This is going to cost you.”

			“I thought it would. Check in the second drawer of my desk. I’ve got ringside seats to a cage fight at the fairgrounds next weekend. I was hoping I’d make it back in time. But, it isn’t going to happen.”

			He gave me the information I needed and I scribbled the codes on a piece of scrap paper.

			Not wanting to miss out on the carrot I dangled in order to entice him to enter into this nighttime conspiracy, Reggie asked, “Is your desk locked?”

			“The key’s under the blotter. And thanks Reggie, maybe someday over a cold one I’ll tell you all about it.”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m glad we’ve never had this call,” said Reggie knowing I could keep a secret and never disclose the conversation.

			“Me too. You’re the second person I never dealt with tonight.”

			 

			***

			 

			Gaining access to the ICAC data base, I scrolled through the photos, my stomach tightening with each graphic image. I didn’t even know what girls looked like when I was the age of most of the children in the pictures. Many of the older photos appeared to be from India or South Asia. I couldn’t spend all night viewing this filth and maintain my soul. I needed to narrow the parameters of the search and with a few clicks of the mouse was successful. Within minutes I found the set; same furniture, same colors. Sahir was performing, but not with the same girls. The cast expanded beyond the two girls from the accident. How many others had been subjected to this sadistic degenerate’s abuse? 

			I exited the system, but remained on the computer, identifying open cases of human smuggling, looking for anything with a Syrian connection. The intel was mixed on a New York case. It wasn’t a clear cut “white slave trade” investigation, which was typical of the Eurasia trafficking cases the Bureau handled. Some reports talked about prostitution and pornography. Yet others described the Syrian refugee arrangement in terms of an underground railroad, rescuing families from terrorism in their homeland. I knew Harriet Tubman didn’t run hookers, so I wasn’t ready to nominate anyone at the Calcutta Crib for a Nobel Prize. I didn’t see a New York connection with the players I encountered at the bar, at least not yet. The Crib and everyone affiliated with the club were strictly on law enforcement’s watch list as narco-terrorists, not human traffickers. 

			Across from Danny’s desk I spied a photo in another agent’s cubicle. It was his daughter and she appeared to be the age of Amira, the little girl in the back seat. It looked like a school picture and reflecting on the pornographic images in the manila envelope, I thought the two victims should have been posing for school pics not the filth I viewed earlier in the evening. Would this agent be willing to help? Probably. I just couldn’t chance asking. 

			I left a rather vague note on Danny’s desk providing some cover. I wasn’t sure where the rest of the night was leading, but I told Danny to call me as soon as he got to his desk, which I knew wouldn’t be for hours. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			 

			After checking in at the front desk of the medical examiner’s office and delivering the promised ball cap, I was escorted toward the back, past the eleven autopsy stations. In the hallway, several recent arrivals awaited processing. They all appeared to be homeless and one was in the advanced stages of decay, so advanced I couldn’t tell if the body was that of a male or female. 

			I made my way down to the office of Deputy Medical Examiner, Mark Bottrell. I called ahead and he understood my concerns. He was willing to give me a few minutes and I was hopeful, a few answers.

			 

			“We still don’t have an ID on either one,” he said. “You got anything for us? I’m carrying them as John and Jane Doe.”

			 

			“The closest I’ve come is the surviving girl in the back seat. The hospital identified her as Amira Hamdani, DOB 7/10/2006. I believe she and the dead girl are sisters. They play a role in a case I’m investigating. What can you give me on the deceased girl?”

			“My best guess is thirteen maybe fourteen. The preliminary tox screen is negative, but it will take another twenty-four hours to get the rest of the lab work back. She’s been through a lot.”

			“How so?”

			 

			“The rape kit was negative. No sperm in the vagina. Older bruising in the vaginal area not related to the accident, as well as bruises throughout the body.”

			 

			“Not very smart for photo ops,” I said in a whisper, catching myself thinking out loud.

			“That’s what I thought after I realized she had residual body make-up covering some of the bruising. Is this a child pornography investigation?”

			I reluctantly nodded. I wasn’t trying to keep details from the medical examiner, just hoping this would be another autopsy and he’d forget my early morning questioning.

			“I’m not sure all the bruising is related to trauma or abuse. Once I opened her and checked the spleen I found a mediastinal mass. I won’t know for certain until I get the results of the bone marrow biopsy. My guess is leukemia.”

			“That poor little girl, fighting cancer and forced into sex,” I said, almost in a whisper, again evidently loud enough for Mark to hear my thoughts.

			“There’s a special place in hell for the bastards responsible for this,” echoed the deputy medical examiner. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			 

			I returned to the bartender’s garage apartment, hoping he’d come home and I could find anything leading me to Amira and her uncle. I debated calling my case agent, but didn’t want to spend time answering a lot of questions and preparing affidavits for search warrants that might go nowhere. I knew I could get further avoiding procedural minutiae. 

			As I drove past the residence, I noted a late model silver Ford Focus in the driveway. Once again, I was forced to drive to the end of the block before finding a place to park. I hustled back down the sidewalk, halting when I noticed steam rising from the hood of the Focus. The car had been recently driven. I was hopeful it belonged to Nicoli. Knowing there were no dogs on the property I opened the gate without resorting to my usual safeguards.  

			Cautiously, I made my way up the stairs. In the balcony shadows, I edged toward the front window of the apartment. The idiot hadn’t even closed the curtains and a low wattage lamp provided adequate illumination to watch his every move. 

			This guy was hard-core. He wasn’t smoking “tina” in a pipe. He was slamming it! He pulled out his kit and began the ritual of preparing for a drug-induced journey. Soon he’d be putting a few shards of meth into a spoon, adding water, and watching the rocks dissolve into a liquid that would be pursing through his veins in about a minute. 

			Then I saw it. It wasn’t meth. It was black tar heroin he was removing from a foil packet and putting in the spoon. Nicoli Bashmakov was a functioning heroin addict! No wonder he always wore long sleeves. He was hiding track marks demonstrating to all but the uninitiated he was playing with death. He pulled out a butane lighter and heated the belly of the eating utensil. Black liquid filled the base of the spoon. Inserting the needle into the middle of the dark watery concoction, he drew the solution into the syringe. After carefully placing the hypodermic on a coffee table, he grabbed a rubber tube lying next to him on the couch and tied it off around his left bicep. As he opened and closed his fist, a vein popped on his arm, the perfect highway for his venomous trip.

			I watched enough users throughout my undercover experiences to know he was about to complete the journey and that wasn’t going to happen! Not right now. I wanted him hungry. I wanted him vulnerable. I sprang from the shadows. 

			This clown didn’t even have the sense to lock his door before shooting up. He was easy pickings. I ripped open the door and grabbed the front of his shirt, pulling his skinny Russian ass off the sofa. Fear gripped him as he tried to understand who was behind the assault. The force of my attack caused the syringe to roll across the coffee table and hang precariously near the edge. Nicoli’s eyes rapidly shifted from my face to his lifeline, the needle.

			In a mixture of Russian and English, he spewed obscenities until I cracked him across the face and ordered his silence.

			“Do I have your attention?”

			“What do you want?” he asked cowering, believing another blow was about to be struck.

			“Do I have your attention?”

			“Yes, please let me get my medicine?”

			I laughed. “Is that what you call it? Don’t tell me you’re a diabetic and you need your insulin.”

			He looked at me with confusion and then stammered, “Yes, yes, I am a diabetic. I need my medicine.”

			His response earned him a second backhand and the crack of bone on bone echoed in the sparsely furnished room.

			“Please, what do you want? I don’t have money.”

			“I don’t want your money.”

			Apparently his eyes finally focused in the dimly lit room and the cloud of confusion dissipated. “It’s you. You’re from the bar.”

			“Yeah.”

			He begged. “What do you want?”

			“So, I do have your attention.”

			“Yes, yes!”

			I pulled out the picture from beneath my sweatshirt and showed it to him. “Who gave you this picture?”

			He only took a brief glance at the photo and turned away refusing to look at me or the image before him. “I never saw that picture before. I’m not into that.”

			His answer warranted a third backhand though I admit I pulled my punch.

			“It was in the envelope you gave the dancer tonight at the bar.”

			“What envelope? What dancer?”

			He folded after I slammed my fist into his solar plexus. Now he was gasping for air, trying to breathe. I straightened him up and threw his weakened body, craving a fix up against the wall. “You’re making this harder than it has to be. You know what envelope and you know what dancer.”

			“Please, let me get my medicine and I’ll answer all your questions.”

			“You’ve got it backwards, Nicoli. You give me all the answers and I’ll let you have your medicine.”

			He hesitated but only briefly.

			“Farid gave me the envelope before he left.”

			“Farid Saleem, the owner?”

			He screwed up his courage and responded derisively, “Yes, do you know any other Farids?”

			I wanted to hit him again but held off, instead throwing him back on the couch. “You said he left. Where was he going?”

			“I don’t know. He said he would be gone for several days and wanted me to hold the envelope.”

			“Did you know what was in the envelope?”

			He hesitated and I lifted my hand as if I were going to hit him. “Yes, I knew. I’m not into that, but I know it makes lots of money.”

			“Where was the dancer going with the envelope?”

			“I do not know.”

			I balled my right fist. “You knew where it was going.”

			I could smell the fear as he nodded, “She was to meet Sahir in the back parking lot and give him the envelope. Sahir called me and said he was waiting in the back.”

			“Who’s Sahir?”

			“Sahir Hamdani.” 

			He got that right. Maybe he was coming around. “Who’s he?”

			“He is one of Farid’s partners.”

			The driver’s license photo didn’t look familiar when I pulled it up and I didn’t recall ever seeing him at the bar. “Does he hang out at the club?”

			“Usually only during the day. He leaves around five or six. He handles the books and some of Farid’s other business.”

			“What business would that be?”

			“I don’t know. I’m just a worker.” Tears flooded his eyes as he begged, “Please can I have the syringe?”

			I wasn’t about to hand over the needle. “Where was he going with the envelope?”

			“Maybe to his apartment.”

			“What’s the address?”

			“I swear to you I don’t know exactly. I’ve been in the neighborhood. I don’t know the building,” he said pleading as he looked at the syringe I was now holding in my left hand.

			“Who would know where it is?”

			“Misty would know.”

			“Who’s she?”

			“The dancer. She lives with him,” Nicoli said, his voice quivering.

			“So how do we find her?”

			“I guess she would be at the apartment at this hour. They live somewhere near University Avenue and Euclid. I’m only a bartender. I’m not part of the business.” He paused for an extended beat, lowering his head. “I’m so confused.”

			 “They trust you enough to be their delivery boy for the photos.”

			“That doesn’t make me a partner.”

			“It makes you part of the conspiracy.” I waited long enough for him to digest the implications. “Get up. We’re going to find Sahir and the dancer.”

			“I can’t go with you. They are dangerous people. They’ll kill me if they know I helped you.”

			“I’ll kill you if you don’t help me.”

			With my right hand, I pulled out the Glock lodged in small of my back. With the other hand I held up the syringe. Holding the needle a little closer to his face I said, “You get this when we get to the building and I find Sahir. And if you cross me, you get this,” leveling the 9mm between a set of panic-filled eyes.

			“I’ll take you. Please, I need my medicine.”

			“You get the medicine when I get the answers.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			 

			I threw Nicoli into my car and headed east. His moaning quickly got old, though he was coherent enough to direct me to Sahir’s neighborhood.

			“I’m not sure of the building. It’s right around here somewhere,” Nicoli whined.

			“Somewhere doesn’t hack it, my friend.”

			“Once I brought Misty home after work when Sahir was out of town. She never invited me up for a taste, but I swear it’s near.” He paused briefly before moaning, “I need my medicine.”

			“Enough with the medicine. When I find Sahir, Misty, and the little girl you can get healthy.”

			“What little girl?” He asked with confusion, since this was the first time Amira was part of the equation.

			“The little girl in the picture.”

			With tears rolling down his cheeks, he pleaded, “I don’t know about any little girl. I need the medicine.”

			“Give me some answers and you get closer to getting your fix.”

			“I dropped Misty off in front of the liquor store and saw her go in. Maybe the owner knows which building.”

			For obvious reasons, undercover agents don’t carry handcuffs. I used my backup plan. No one would question zip ties in a glove compartment. I took out three strands and cobbled together a makeshift set of cuffs. With him droning the whole time, I yanked Nicoli’s secured hands toward me.

			“This isn’t necessary. I’m not going anywhere. Trust me.”

			“Yeah, I trust you,” I said dripping with sarcasm, hooking the last strand through the opening in the arm rest and ratcheting it tight. 

			“This hurts. It’s pulling my shoulder.”

			“Then I suggest you shift your body around and get all comfy. I’m not coming back until I have some answers.”

			The neighborhood married up with the information I got when I ran the wrecked vehicle for parking citations. Leaving my passenger secured in the car, I headed into the all-night liquor store. 

			My entrance was signaled by the screech of a high-pitched doorbell. Behind the counter, was a white male in his sixties, unkempt and uninviting. Faded prison tattoos peeked up from beneath his collar. He was busy re-stocking shelves with Caisson vodka and turned to see me walking toward the counter.

			 

			I wasn’t expecting his cooperation, but I tried to at least begin the conversation pleasantly enough. “Hi, how you doing? I really need your help. I was wondering if you have seen these girls or this man?”

			I held up the sheet with the three photos. 

			He gave the photo a quick glance. “Nope.” And started to turn away.

			My pleasant demeanor didn’t last long. I was tired, frustrated, and certainly wasn’t in the mood for attitude. I reached across the narrow counter and grabbed the guy by the shirt pulling him toward me. He saw I meant business as I held the photo up a second time. “Look again.”

			“I get people coming through here all the time. They all look alike. I don’t pay no attention as long as they got coin or plastic.”

			Releasing my hold, I said, “Look again.”

			 

			As he straightened his shirt, he took an awkward angle, giving the photo a longer look. “I only see people on the right side. You came from the left. Would’ve never saw you comin’ if I didn’t have the bell.”

			He then leaned over and popped out an artificial left eye. He held it up at eye level. “Got this twelve years ago while doin’ a stretch upstate. I don’t see nothin’, ‘specially for you.”

			He put the artificial eyeball into his mouth, rolled it around in the saliva and popped it back into the eye socket.

			“Look, I’m sorry,” I said hoping a little mea culpa might get the results I wanted. Grabbing a Monster Zero Ultra out of the cooler next to the register, I threw a twenty on the counter. “Keep the change. One of these girls is dead. The other is missing. I could use your help.” 

			He looked over at me and grabbed the twenty before I changed my mind.

			“The man’s been here a few times. Never seen the girls. You from Immigration?”

			“Do I look like Immigration?” 

			“You don’t look like you belong here.”

			“Why would you think I’m Immigration?”

			“Cause I get lots of illegals through the store. People come in for a day or two, maybe a week, then move on. Most of ‘em don’t speak English. They grab something, throw down cash and grunt.”

			 “So do you call the feds?”

			He laughed out loud, “Yeah right. I’m the Neighborhood Watch captain and I’ve got ICE on speed dial.” Shaking his head, he continued, “You gotta be kiddin’ me. Supposing I wanted to help, it wouldn’t do no good. Feds don’t even come for the towel heads. Besides, if the money’s good, why should I care?”

			“Where do most of them live?”

			“Who’d you say you were with?”

			I ignored the question and repeated mine. “Where do most of them live?”

			“They’re all over. What nationality we talkin’ about?”

			“Syrian, I think.”

			“Try the red brick complex next door. Lots of goat humpers. I think the guy lives there. If you want Indians, I mean dots not feathers, try the other side of the street. Almost every building has a Kumar, Patel, or Bhat. You want wets, they’re all over.”

			“You’re a walking billboard for equal opportunity.”

			“I get along,” he said as he turned to continue stacking the lower shelves with vodka.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			 

				The morning sun was trying to creep above the buildings. A bite remained in the air. I’m not sure if the chill was from the weather or the impact of last night’s events. I was running on adrenaline and caffeine; an artificial rush my body hadn’t experienced since Iraq. 

			Maybe it wasn’t necessary to go Dirty Harry on the liquor store owner, but my patience was waning. I popped the top on the Monster. As I took a sip and walked past my car, I tapped on the window. Nicoli attempted to lift his secured hands and screamed something which I guessed to be Russian obscenities. I offered him a crooked smile and kept walking.

			The building was rundown and the bricks were crumbling. Security was nonexistent. There was no need to even bluff my way through the front door. I merely had to turn the handle and push hard on a wooden door warped by the rain. 

			Though inhabitable by building code standards, a musty smell hung in the air. The interior hadn’t been painted since the Bush Administration—forty-one not forty-three and roaches large enough to rape a rat scattered as I entered the hallway. It was hardly the appropriate residence for a criminal kingpin. 

			I was looking for the manager and figured he or she lived on the first floor. Answers weren’t forthcoming. There was no sign on any door and the mailboxes in the hallway didn’t provide a clue. No one responded when I knocked on a few doors. 

			Returning to the mailboxes, names were taped on all but one. The tape was old and the type faded. I assumed the tags represented long term residents. None read Hamdani. The box lacking a label was on the third floor, unit 3B. Rather than spend much time trying to find the person in charge, I found the stairs and began the climb up three flights.

			There were six units on the floor, so it should only take a couple of minutes to identify what I thought was Sahir Hamdani’s apartment. There weren’t enough facts for a warrant but this wasn’t a legal run, this was a justice run, and my kind of street justice didn’t require “probable cause.” 

			Only two doors had letters. One was marked “A” and the unit next to it marked “D.” Alphabetizing apparently wasn’t the landlord’s strong suit. I walked up and down the short hallway listening for any clues as to who was behind the four remaining battered wooden doors. There were no smells or sounds to give away the inhabitants. It was as if the second-coming arrived and I missed it. 

			Starting with the closest apartment to the stairway, I knocked several times. A heavyset white woman wearing a ragged night shirt opened the cardboard thin door without removing the security chain. Asking for Sahir and Misty, I didn’t identify myself. Through wrinkled skin and a triple chin, she offered a scowl and pointed across the hall. I smiled and thanked her, but she slammed the door in my face without saying a word. 

			Before knocking, I put my ear to the unmarked door. Hearing nothing, I looked down at the small space between the floor and the door. There was no movement in the escaping light. I learned early in my career to never stand directly in front of any door I couldn’t see through. When blinded, I never knew who or what awaited me. If the other side planned to light me up with a burst of gun fire, I didn’t need any stray rounds catching the fleshy part of my body. Standing off to the side, I knocked twice. Nothing. I knocked again, this time a little louder. I heard furniture crashing. Deciding not to wait, I slammed my shoulder into the door springing it open, a feat not as difficult as it might seem since the doors were made of thin plywood.

			Misty was halfway out the window heading toward the fire escape with a male assisting her. I yelled “Freeze!” sounding too much like a cop.

			She paused long enough for me to rush the window and grab her before she completed the escape. Her friend tried to wrestle her from my grip, but it took little effort to throw him to the floor. He was thin and frail, maybe a meth head, yet his complexion was clear and his arms clean. I think he was just skinny. Before he got up, I escorted the dancer to the couch where she cowered, offering no further resistance. 

			I decided to play the semi-good cop. Looking at the man still lying on the floor, I said, “I’m not going to cuff you, but if you run I’ll filet your skinny little ass with a Glock and a full magazine. Do you understand?”

			He nodded as his body shook with fear, beads of sweat forming on his forehead.

			I ordered him to stand up. Before I did a pat down, I asked my new BFF if he had any weapons or sharp objects on him. He denied both. “Any needles?”

			“Nope.”

			I wasn’t ready to trust him and did a careful pat down, emptying his pockets which consisted of a cheap leather wallet, a set of keys, and some loose change. He was right. He wasn’t armed and there was nothing sharp in his pockets. A good start. I escorted him toward the couch and he sat next to Misty.

			Looking at her, I asked, “Do I need to pat you down too?”

			She was nervous and looked toward a clock on the wall.

			“You got someplace to go, Misty?”

			She looked at me quizzically as if questioning how I knew her name. She didn’t recognize me from the club which I guess should have hurt my feelings, but I’d get over it. Though she was missing several layers of makeup she always sported at the Crib, I recognized her as the dancer who received the envelope from Nicoli. 

			Looking at the guy, I said, “You aren’t Sahir Hamdani, are you?”

			He looked at me with incredulity so I repeated the question. “You aren’t Sahir Hamdani, are you?”

			“No,” he answered, his voice trembling.

			“He is not Sahir,” said Misty.

			“Where’s Sahir?”

			“He is not here,” said Misty.

			“Where is he?”

			She shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. “I do not know.”

			“You aren’t a very good liar,” I said before looking at her friend. “Do you know where he is?”

			He looked down as he shook his head—he knew. So did she.

			“Where are you from Misty?”

			“Syria,” she said as tears tracked her cheeks.

			“How long have you been here?”

			“Only a few months.”

			“Are you here legally?”

			She slowly nodded. “I am refugee.”

			“I know you didn’t strip in the old country. What’s your real name? It isn’t Misty,” I said as she again looked at the wall clock.

			“Do you have someplace to be?”

			She said nothing, the tears continuing. 

			Turning to her sofa partner I asked, “You got a name?”

			He didn’t say anything.

			I opened the wallet and pulled out his driver’s license. “You gotta be kidding me.”

			He still didn’t say anything.

			“Is this real?” I asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“Elvis P. Hordiyenko? Is that really your name?”

			“That’s what the license says.”

			“What’s the P stand for?”

			“What do you think?”

			“Seriously? Is your name Elvis Presley Hordiyenko?”

			 

			“I was born the day he died. Even in the Ukraine they loved the King,” he said with a weak smile.

			“How long have you been in the United States?”

			“We moved here when I was a kid.”

			“You got a record Elvis?” I smiled at the question hoping I’d get a straight answer and not a rendition of number one hit songs.

			“I’ve been around the block a time or two.”

			“For what?”

			“B&E, grand larceny, possession with intent.”

			“You been away?”

			“Once for eighteen months.”

			“You still got a tail?”

			Elvis nodded. “Yep. I’m on parole now. You’ll find it all out when you run me so there’s no use lying.”

			“Thanks Elvis.” Then using a weak impersonation, I said with a smile, “Thank you. Thank you very much.”

			He didn’t respond and I assumed he’d heard it before.

			“I need some answers, so Elvis I’ll start with you. What’s going on here? I can get you violated and you’ll be back inside by this afternoon so you better cooperate.”

			“You can’t violate me. I wasn’t doing anything.”

			“You two were climbing out a window.”

			“Since when has that been a crime?” 

			“Elvis, please. Don’t go all Johnny Cochrane on me. I think you and your dance partner have a problem and if you don’t cooperate I’ll make sure you get to revisit this state’s correctional facilities for a rehab refresher course.” As I said it, I laid a picture from the envelope face down on the cheap coffee table in front of the couch.

			“What do you want?” asked Elvis.

			“Why were you running when I knocked on the door?”

			“Her status prevents her from working at the club.”

			“Is that all?”

			I stood in front of both, maintaining a power position. I didn’t want either to think they had a tactical advantage. 

			“Misty, turn the picture over.” 

			She did as I instructed, but quickly turned her head refusing to focus on the photo of Sahir, Amira, and the deceased girl.

			“Do you guys recognize anyone in the photo? Anyone look familiar?” 

			She didn’t say anything. Sobbing, she shoved the photo toward Elvis.

			“What do you know about this?” I asked.

			“About that pic?” asked Elvis.

			“Yeah, about that pic,” I said, the irritation rising in my voice. 

			Elvis got defensive. “Nothing. I swear. That’s not me in the photo. Look, I’m an actor. I do adult entertainment. We both do. It’s not illegal. Look at my sheet. Do you see kiddie porn? I may never get to vote, but I’m not into stuff like that.”

			He was skating questions like a politician, half-truths in his answers.

			“Misty, what do you have to say for yourself.”

			She again looked at the wall clock.

			“Am I keeping you from a tax appointment with your accountant?”

			“We have to be somewhere?” he said nervously.

			“Is that somewhere more important than answering my questions?” I said.

			Elvis answered, “There’s nothing you can do as an immigration officer that compares to what these guys will do if we don’t show up.”

			“You’re the second person in less than a half hour who thought I was immigration.”

			“You aren’t immigration?” said Misty.

			“Nope.”

			“Then what are you?” asked Elvis.

			“Right now I’m a concerned citizen unconstrained by legal niceties. So I suggest you tell me what’s going on.”

			Elvis said, “If we don’t get to the studio, Farid and his people will hurt us. And if they find out you were the reason we didn’t show up, they’ll hurt you.”

			“Farid can’t touch me!” I said it with such conviction both looked up simultaneously to see if my demeanor matched my words.

			“You don’t understand. We must go now,” said Misty between tears.

			I quickly countered. “You don’t understand. Both of you aren’t going anywhere until I get some answers.”

			Misty cried out, “They will kill her if we don’t show up.” 

			“Kill who?”

			Elvis and Misty looked at each other as if seeking assurances.

			“My daughter,” wailed Misty. “She is my daughter and Sahir has her.”

			“Your daughter?”

			“Yes, Amira is my daughter and the other girl in the picture is her cousin, Rima. Sahir arranged for us to come to America, but said we had to repay him for all the money it cost him to bring us here.”

			“Is he forcing you to work at the club?”

			She hung her head and nodded. Through the sobs she said, “And more.”

			“What do you mean more?”

			“Every Wednesday he makes us do things. He made all of us do things and said he would kill us if we didn’t. That’s why we must get to the studio.”

			“What studio? Are you due for an early morning photo shoot?”

			“It is much more than that,” said Misty wiping her eyes.

			“Then what is it?”

			“Farid and his partners broadcast every Wednesday morning to Mumbai. They have about a hundred thousand subscribers,” answered Elvis.

			“And you two are the entertainment?”

			They both nodded.

			Elvis replied, “We won’t start shooting our massage scene until 7:30. Sahir and the girl start sooner.”

			Holding up the photograph I asked, “Is that what this is all about?”

			“Those were publicity stills shot yesterday for today’s show,” said Elvis, reaching over to cradle Misty’s hand in his. “It’s a live shoot at 7 a.m. our time. There’s a twelve-and-a-half-hour time difference between San Diego and Mumbai. If we don’t go live it costs Farid and his people a lot of money. If we aren’t live. We won’t live. It’s as simple as that.”

			This was Bollywood at its worst. Farid was producing prime time porn on the darkest side of the Web.

			I looked at the clock. Time was running out. It was 6:40. I had less than twenty minutes to rescue a little girl and shut down production.

			“Where’s the studio?”

			Neither said a word. 

			I repeated the question, “Where’s the studio?”

			“They will kill Amira if they know we helped you,” said Misty.

			“I can save your daughter and you.”

			Misty hesitated for an extended moment then said, “You’ve been there.” 

			“Where?”

			“To the studio. It’s in the back of the club,” whispered Misty, her head down as though surrendering.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			 

			When we got downstairs to the car, Nicoli’s shirt was soaked and he was shaking as if experiencing chills. The runny nose and his attempts to double over, while constrained by the seat belt and flex cuffs, were classic signs of withdrawal. He needed a fix, but I wasn’t ready to provide help. 

			I directed Elvis and Misty to climb in the back seat.

			“Please, you promised,” cried Nicoli.

			“Do either of these look like Sahir?”

			He moaned, “Please, I’m sick. I need it so bad.”

			The city was coming alive. Morning commuters were emptying out of their apartments preparing for another long day of work. The bus stops began to fill. I negotiated the residential streets back to the club. Nicoli continued his whining throughout the short drive. It was 6:46. Time was running out.

			I hit the speed dial on my iPhone and the call went immediately to voice mail. It was the desired result. My case agent ran cross-country in college, an academic All-American his senior year. He ran five or six miles every morning and sometimes went for longer runs after work. Actually, he floated rather than ran. Danny still held the record at the FBI Academy for the mile and a half run. I’m not sure with those skinny arms he could do a pull up, but he could run forever. I knew this morning he’d be running and his obsession provided the perfect cover.

			“Danny, it’s Josh. I ran into something and we have to talk right away. Call me as soon as you get this message. It’s urgent.”

			I was hoping he didn’t hear the lack of sincerity in my voice. I didn’t need him. I didn’t want him. I was going to handle this without bureaucratic interference.

			I parked in the alley just down from the bar’s parking lot. I didn’t want Nicoli’s whimpering to be heard by anyone at the club and I wanted to conceal Elvis and Misty from any late arrivals. 

			I opened the car door, preparing to exit and said, “You better be right.”

			“We are right. Please let us go in now. Sahir is expecting us. If we are late he may hurt my Amira,” said Misty.

			“You said you went on at 7:30.”

			“That’s right,” said Elvis.

			“It will all be over before then.”

			“Please let us go in with you,” pleaded Misty.

			“Both of you stay here and stay out of sight. If anyone else from the club shows up I don’t want them to see you.” Referring to the bartender, I said, “Watch him and keep him quiet. I don’t need any surprises.”

			I held up the syringe for Nicoli to see. “I’ll be back and if all goes well you will get your medicine.”

			I slowed as I neared the wrought iron security gate at the back door, listening for anything that might give away activity inside the club. Nothing.

			We were nearing seven and the sex was about to go live, a little girl the object of men’s depravity.

			The gate and back door were unlocked, making entry easy. Apparently, Farid and his crew felt secure in their production facilities, expecting only “talent” at this hour, but death was at their threshold. 

			Though the hallway was dark, I could see the heavy duty lock on the studio door, what I thought was the liquor storeroom, had been removed from the stainless steel hasp and staple.

			The door was slightly ajar and I cautiously pushed it open hoping to avoid disclosing my presence. I hugged the near wall inching my way over cables and wires. The area was larger than I expected, maybe three rooms at one time with non-supporting partitions removed to make it a production facility. The walls were padded with sound proofing material. Canned lighting, extending across the room, hung from the open ceiling. 

			The room consisted of two movie sets. One was made up like a child’s bedroom: “pretty in pink,” a king size bed, covered in a pastel comforter, accented by contrasting throw pillows. An overstuffed teddy bear was propped up against the far side of the bed. I didn’t want to imagine what Farid and Sahir had planned for this morning’s shoot, but this was where the photos Nicoli gave to Misty were taken. Across from the bedroom was an area designed to look like a massage parlor with an elongated padded table centered in front of pale green walls. 

			Two large light standards were positioned on either side of the bed, their bright lights pouring illumination on the bedroom. Though I had never been on a soundstage, it looked more than adequate to produce filth.

			To my rear, I heard the familiar slamming of the restroom door. Then to my left a second noise, metal wheels screeching as they moved across the floor. It wasn’t Farid Saleem. It was Abu Balwa, the bookmaker, manipulating a camera on its tripod. 

			Without looking up, the fat man screamed, “Hurry up Sahir, we go live in five minutes. I need to get you and Amira in your places.” 

			I took a few steps toward him before he turned and spotted me.

			“What are you doing here?” he questioned, initially confused by my presence.

			“I came to clean up a mess.” 

			Abu’s mind reacted before his hands could. I saw him reaching toward the front of his belt, fumbling in the effort, grabbing at his weapon. That movement provided the only justification I needed. His pearl handled semi-automatic made my reaction a tactical necessity. The proof was hidden beneath his rolls of flab. I wasn’t interested in a fair fight. I drew first and quickly fired two shots, one center mass, the second to the head. Double-tap! 

			Eventually everyone pays. Today, he was paying and I was collecting. 

			His corpulent body collapsed on the concrete floor. It wasn’t much of a gun fight. His weapon never cleared his belt. 

			Death was instantaneous, suffering minimized, justice marginalized. 

			Behind me, I heard a muffled grunt. I turned to see Sahir grab Amira in his arms, holding her up as a human shield. Wearing only lace panties, her eyes were unemotional, vacant. The bastards drugged her, not enough to knock her out, but enough to guarantee compliance. 

			“I’ll kill her if you come closer.”

			“With what Sahir, your hands?”

			“How do you know my name?”

			“You’re a porn star back in the old country. You’re the biggest thing to hit Mumbai since the ’93 bombings.”

			He spun and limped toward the door, the limp evidence of his presence in the Ford Explorer that crashed late last night. He was holding Amira under his arm like a running back cradling a football, her legs kicking as she sought freedom. I gave chase awaiting a clear shot in the darkened club.

			As he arrived at the bar, he dropped Amira without cushioning her fall. Crashing on the floor, her scream distracted me momentarily as I took my eyes off Sahir. In seconds, he popped up from behind the counter holding the sawed off shotgun. He had the look of a cornered animal, assured of his next move. His eyes opened wide, piercing through his intended prey, me. He failed at flight, now he would fight. With the double barrel held waist high and pointed toward me, he shouted, “Drop your gun!”

			“I’m just going to lower it. If I drop it, it may accidently discharge. I wouldn’t want any stray rounds hitting the girl.”

			He bought that inane explanation I had rehearsed in my dreams, and he could see the weapon was at my side, not aimed, not ready to engage.

			“Where’s Farid?” I asked with an unsettling confidence. 

			He was ready to eradicate the intruder to their pornographic gold mine. “Why should you care? You won’t live to meet him.”

			“Humor me in my last moments.”

			“He’s on his way to India. Important business, as if it matters to you.”

			“That’s too bad. I’d like to wrap this all up with one firefight.”

			As if he were afraid he’d miss from only a few yards away, Sahir lifted the shotgun and pulled the butt of the weapon firmly into his shoulder.

			A broad smile crossed my face, I said, “Don’t make this any easier than it already is.” 

			“Why?”

			“It’s empty.”

			He pulled both triggers and the firing pins landed on empty chambers. He had already made my “most likely to bleed” list and in an instant I leveled the 9mm semi-automatic and fired twice. Both shots striking the intended target with the hollow points doing their job, expanding upon impact, shredding vital organs. He was dead before my ejected cartridges hit the worn carpet. 

			“You have the right to remain silent. You have the right to die,” I whispered.

			No witnesses. No regrets. 

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			 

			Before calling 9-1-1, I called Danny. Having just finished his run, he answered on the third ring. As anticipated, he exploded and I let him vent. I learned long ago, when you’re right, you’re in the company of heroes. When you’re wrong, you stand alone. 

			After I calmly explained how we could craft the paperwork providing him an all-expense paid trip to D.C. filling the next open supervisory slot at headquarters, he joined the growing throng of heroes. It’s amazing how misplaced ambition could be manipulated.  

			Sure the undercover operation was blown and Farid Saleem would be in the wind, probably joining Dawood Ibrahim and Tiger Memon on the lamb. But Abu Balwa and Sahir Hamdani, criminal associates of Dawood’s D-Company, were no longer on the membership rolls. We had broken up a child pornography production facility and I was sure with a little digging we could identify thousands of subscribers to the website. The fact I accessed the FBI computer network using Danny’s password, would prove to his superiors his diligence as he worked throughout the night busting up the criminal network. I’d take the heat for going outside the parameters of the undercover operation and let him take the glory for the success.

			But this was more than numbers on a scoreboard. This was personal. A child’s life was saved.

			The sirens were getting louder as emergency vehicles approached the club. Misty cradled Amira in her arms, both sets of eyes rimmed in red, tears overflowing. I wrapped them in the pink comforter from the staged bedroom. Mother and daughter were safe, safer than they had ever been. America would provide sanctuary and shelter. 

			A well-scripted undercover operations order took a necessary detour to justice. A little girl subjected to evil was free. Her journey wasn’t going to be easy, but at least she and her mother could begin a new chapter. 

			I reached deep in my pocket and fished out my cell phone, ready to make another call. Maybe it was time for me to begin a new chapter as well. I punched in a familiar number. 

			Maggie answered on the first ring.

		

	
		
			 

			If you enjoyed DETOUR TO JUSTICE, I hope you’ll tell others. Also please consider writing a customer review. Even a few lines will help other readers in making a decision. Also stop by my website, bobhamer.net. Thanks and Semper Fidelis, always faithful. 
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