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    CHAPTER ONE


     


    It was the smell of death; not the odor of rotting corpses, I had experienced that stench during my time in Iraq more than a decade earlier. This was the death of hope: where far too many lived for the next ten-dollar fix, just enough “tar” to dull a shattered existence. A butane lighter, a bottle cap, and a fairly clean needle were the only cooking utensils needed or desired. Everything else took a backseat to the warm feeling a heroin-hit brought every few hours, a sensation that destroyed any thoughts of sobriety.


    As I learned on this assignment, the people on Los Angeles’s Skid Row didn’t come here to live. Their optimism, expectations, and potential came here to die. Success meant a daily meal at the mission, a “new” frayed shirt, and a shower every couple of weeks to wash away humanity’s pollution. Here, where the city hemorrhaged poverty, dreams died as well: a grocery cart with four working wheels was a luxury vehicle and a cardboard box, a Beverly Hills condominium.


    I had been on the streets for five weeks— it seemed like a lifetime. I hadn’t shaved or bathed in six days and the oversized sweat-stained clothes clung to my body on this unusually humid summer night. This was my urban camouflage; I had to blend in.


    I ambled past the dozens of refugees camped on the sidewalk. Ragged tents and torn tarps served as their dwellings. My walk was staged and deliberate. It couldn’t be strong or quick. Not quite a shuffle, I had to be one more victim of society where nothing went right and everything had gone wrong. I had joined the pool of life’s losers.


    Some, who were trying to medicate the pain of shattered relationships, were here by choice, refusing to take responsibility for their lives, failing to ever seek or even desire rehab. Others were mentally ill and needed more than the streets could offer; help was available only if someone took the time to care. Still others were genuinely down on their luck, victims of a financial downturn, an abusive spouse, a medical illness that drained a meager bank account. With God’s help and human intervention they might make it.


    I was part of the invisible masses who occupied Wall Street—not New York’s affluent Wall Street but L.A.’s Wall Street. It was a vast contrast to the wealth exhibited on the East Coast; almost as if the city planners were making fun of the Big Apple. If the City of Angels needed an enema, look no further than this section of municipal blight, a mere block from the Los Angeles Police Department’s Central Division.


    I kept moving, refusing to make eye contact, yet still maintaining situational awareness. People died for a pair of shoes, an errant glance, or for no reason at all.


    In a few blocks, I could pick up the pace once I distanced myself from the city’s homeless. I dodged a few grocery carts, overflowing with the belongings of the wasted. Just bumping into one was inviting a confrontation, and I wasn’t interested in engaging some psychopath in a bout of street justice.


    I’d grown immune to the pleas of the men and for the most part, the women. Their arms had track marks over track marks; scarred and collapsed veins evincing decades of abuse. They had neither the desire nor the will to recover. But the children were another story. They broke my heart. What chance did they have growing up in squalor, filth, and degradation? The kids didn’t choose this lifestyle. They were the true victims. Maybe in a few weeks I could do something for them. Maybe then I could make a difference.


    A couple blocks north of Wall Street, I knew I was beyond the purview of the destitute. There was a feeling of momentary freedom. My pace quickened. In a few more blocks I’d be at the storage garage housing the technical equipment needed for this assignment. It was my only respite from the shallow world of L.A.’s inner city.


    There was almost a sense of peace as I cut down a side street, welcoming the darkness, blotting out the desperation of the community I just left. Though the distant noises could still be heard, there was always calm as I neared my urban retreat.


     


    ***


     


    “No!” came an accented scream from the alley across the street, shattering tonight’s tranquility.


    It took me a moment to identify the direction of the shout as it echoed off the buildings. A second shriek provided the answer. I raced toward her continued wails.


    The half-moon and a dim street light at the end of the trash-strewn alley provided limited illumination. In the backlit shadows, I could see a man on top of a woman as she struggled to survive. His fist slammed into her face as the attacker ripped at her clothing. This was rape, cold and calculating.


    I grabbed the baby Glock secreted in the small of my back and added to the evening’s mayhem. “Hey, get off her,” I shouted, running toward the assault, garbage and broken glass crunching beneath my shoes. Now, I was out of character, no longer society’s victim, the role I played minutes before. I was fully engaged in saving a life.


    The rapist was startled by the intervention and jumped off his prey. Wearing a tattered UCLA t-shirt, he grabbed at filthy cargo shorts hanging below his knees. Awkwardly reaching deep into his right front pocket, he pulled out a small semi-automatic pistol, visible even in the diminished light of the evening. Rather than stand his ground and confront me, the rapist chose to run. He broke into a short sprint and after only a few steps turned, firing a single errant shot from the “Saturday Night Special.”


    I stopped momentarily, gaining a “flash sight picture” as training and muscle memory took over. I squeezed the trigger twice and felt the explosions as two 9mm rounds discharged from the Glock 26.


    A loud obscenity pierced the night air. The man was hit, at least once.


    I could hear the sound of metal, clanking on the pitted asphalt and assumed the attacker dropped his weapon. Continuing to give chase, I stopped only briefly to check on the woman.


    With long black matted hair, dark eyes, and leathery mocha skin, she seemed numbed by the attack. She was wearing a tatty blue flannel shirt, the buttons ripped off during the assault. Her shorts and panties were pulled down to her knees. When I asked, she merely nodded, her eyes cautiously thanking me for interrupting the attack.


    I continued the pursuit, racing out of the alley and down the street. Turning north on Winston, I found—nothing! The man was gone. The street was clear. I paused, hoping to hear any noise betraying the man’s location. Only distant sounds penetrated the silence. The attacker had just disappeared, nowhere to be seen.


    I didn’t spend much time looking for the ghost and quickly made my way back to the alley, hoping to give whatever assistance the victim needed. But now the alley was empty. No woman, no gun, no evidence of an attack.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


     


    I didn’t have the luxury of time. If someone heard the shots and called 9-1-1, I would have a lot of explaining to do and the only explanation making sense meant compromising the case.


    Trying not to block out the faint illumination of the moon and street light, I repositioned myself in the alley. Squatting down almost in a catcher’s stance, I strained to find a clue. Still nothing.


    Then, just a few feet away I spied a fresh substance on the pockmarked pavement near where I assumed the attacker dropped his weapon. Using my index finger, I cautiously took a sample of the warm, thick, moist liquid. In the night’s limited lighting, I saw red plasma staining my skin. It was fresh blood. I’d hit the attacker. But now what? It’s an agent-involved shooting with no victim, no bad guy, no witnesses.


    The alley catered to industrial businesses and at this hour no one was at work. The homeless seldom ventured this far from the missions and cheap hotels. No one seemed to be around to have heard the evening’s turmoil. I scanned the rooflines and garage doors looking for security cameras. No surveillance equipment was in sight. Apparently, the large metal gates spanning the alley business entrances provided the owners with sufficient protection from would-be burglars.


    A quick search of the area revealed three spent cartridges, both of mine and the one from the attacker. I pocketed all three, then listened for sounds of approaching sirens, barking dogs, or bystanders. Again nothing. It was as if it never happened and that’s just the way I was going to play it.


    I headed toward the storage facility, still several blocks north. Turning right at the third alley, I approached the second unit on the left. A purposely battered metal sign “S.M.C. Cartage” hung at eye level. No one ever asked, but it was the name of Bugs Moran’s front in Chicago, a warehouse where the St. Valentine’s Day massacre occurred in 1929. Bugs slept in that day and missed the 10:30 a.m. party, where on Al Capone’s orders seven members of Moran’s gang were slaughtered. What can I say, I’m a mob history buff!


    Rather than open the galvanized steel garage door, I entered through the doorway on the left, both protected by a folding accordion gate stretching across the front of the storage facility. I punched in the code on the digital lock. Four numbers—4-7-2-7. Again, my way of paying “homage” to the bureau’s Puzzle Palace in D.C. The numbers, easy to remember, corresponded to the letters on the phone pad: H-Q-B-S. The distinctive click signaled the lock disengagement.


    This was my undercover lair; if you can call a dusty, grease-laden, grimy-walled, sixty by twenty foot garage, a lair.


    I always hoped for a Batman-type hideout trimmed in all the bells and whistles, but with FBI budgetary restraints I was lucky the bureau sprang for this refuge. At least I had a computer, a refrigerator, and the all-important private bathroom. Here I could conduct my personal business without interference from some hype trying to shoot-up in a public stall. Even the Wag Bags of Iraq beat some of the places I’d taken a dump since beginning the assignment.


    I frequented the garage two to three times a week, with two distinct missions on each nocturnal visit. One was to place in an FD-504 ELSUR (electronic surveillance) evidence envelope, the microchip from the recording device I wore to each targeted meeting. Thus began the chain of custody process making the recording admissible in court should this matter ever get litigated. Secondly, I’d climb on the computer to complete the investigative reports, known in the FBI as FD-302s. These reports, once uploaded, allowed the office-bound investigators living in the luxury of the “teachers’ lounge” to access the file.


    Since beginning the undercover operation, I only met once with the case agent. That meeting occurred after four days into the downtown assignment. She was incredulous I hadn’t made more progress. She expressed her disgust with the late night rendezvous, the offsite, and my pungent aroma. She made it clear she had no intention of ever making another voyage to L.A.’s inner city jungle at night. My reminder that a “homeless man” would draw too much attention accessing the garage during the day because the alley was busy with viable neighboring businesses, fell on deaf ears.


    Rather than subject the Porcelain Princess, as she was known in the office, to the drudgery of L.A.’s slums, I suggested we communicate by email. She could pick up the microchips at her leisure, during normal work hours, from the two-foot square safe bolted to the garage floor, where I stored them after completing the chain of custody. She and her supervisor could keep current by reading the 302s I would upload on the Bureau supplied computer. Pleased with my initiative, the pressure was off. Since she could make the trek to the garage at her convenience, the progress of the investigation took a backseat to her shopping at Nordstrom’s and Bloomingdale’s.


    The blood at the scene wasn’t much so I assumed the wound was minor, maybe that favorite of all-time warrior phrases, “just a flesh wound.” I pulled the Glock 26 from my waistband. I was two rounds down and needed to top off the ten round magazine from a box of ammunition I kept in the safe.


    We discussed the weapons issue before the assignment began. The police took an active interest in the area surrounding their Central Division. The law enforcement presence was strong and I couldn’t afford a routine “stop and frisk.” The Princess was concerned if I got caught with a gun it would compromise her investigation. Her anxiety was administrative but mine was personal. I wasn’t interested in being victimized by a violent street hustler; or as evidenced tonight, I might need to protect others. Without waiting for her input or approval, I told her I could easily conceal the baby Glock and the issue was settled.


    Our evidence custodian in Memphis, my home office, found an older 26 in the inventory. I wasn’t all that concerned with barrel length as I was lethality. The weapon had just the right amount of scratches and wear, far from something fresh out of the box. I wrapped black tape around the grip to make it appear more like a gun you would purchase off the street. Before the assignment began I spent a long day at the range and got familiar with my new best friend. Tonight, that friendship saved the life of someone I might never see again.


    I completed all the administrative information on the manila evidence envelope, dropped the microchip inside, signed and sealed the outside, and placed the package in the floor safe. Before securing the door, I took a new chip out of the vault and prepared anew the efforts in collecting criminal proof of a federal violation.


    Working undercover meant more than a fake driver’s license and a fictitious name. It was living life as a liar for hours, days, even months at a time. It was becoming one of them without being one of them. Distance offered detachment, but when you went undercover it became personal. It was getting close to people whom you will ultimately betray and probing the darkest side of humanity, including your own. It was playing Judas to those you befriended. And unlike Hollywood, there were no retakes—a botched line or a missed mark—could mean instant death.


     


    In the past, I’d played the Ritz-Carlton high-roller, the sophisticated international arms merchant, even a moneyed white-collar mark, but now I was thrift store chic. I was dirty, broke—and loving the challenge!


     


    ***


     


    Prior to pounding out my report on the computer I punched in a familiar number on the cell phone.


    Will Terashita answered on the fourth ring.


    “You awake, crime fighter?” I asked.


    “What phone are you using?”


    “It’s a throw away. My case agent has a serious case of the for-reals and supplied me with another Walmart special.”


    “Only the best for the bureau’s answer to James Bond,” said Will in his native smartass.


    “You got that right. So what’s the dragon-slayer up to on this beautiful Southern California evening?”


    “Actually you caught me at a great time. I’m working a four to midnight shift and we just learned our tango missed his flight. I’m at LAX trying to figure out how to waste a couple more hours. What’s up?” said the former Marine and FBI Academy classmate.


    “I’ve got a couple of beers cooling in a seized refrigerator if you want to stop by.”


    “Are you still camped out in shantytown?”


    “Yeah, almost five weeks now, just kickin’ back, down and out in Beverly Hills Light, livin’ the life in my warehouse garage.”


    “I remember it well. S.M.C. Cartage, if I recall,” said Will.


    “You got it.”


    “I’ll be there in about twenty. Traffic shouldn’t be bad at this hour.”


    “Great, that’ll give me enough time to finish up a 302 and check emails.”


    “You want me to pick up the Porcelain Princess and make this a threesome?” joked Will.


    “Come alone. Her Royal Highness doesn’t understand the vagaries of my work and I need to share a cold one with someone who does.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


     


    I finished uploading the 302 and was checking emails when Will called and said he was heading up the alley. Though it violated FBI protocol to reveal the site and the nature of the investigation to someone outside the operational order hierarchy, Will was the closest friend I had in the FBI. We were both part of the Marine Corps brotherhood and shared a room at the FBI Academy. He could keep a secret, as could I.


    I logged off, made my way to the weather-beaten metal door, and heard a familiar knock.


    “Who is it?” I said using a squeaky falsetto.


    “It’s me, ass-wipe,” replied Will.


    “What’s the password?”


    “How should I know?”


    “What was the password on Peleliu?”


    “You jerk,” came Will’s response. Then he said, “Wawigag.”


    I laughed, opened the door, and welcomed the tough, no nonsense former infantry officer.


     


    ***


     


    The FBI Academy carved out 385 acres of the Marine Corps Base at Quantico, Virginia. Though at different times, Will and I went through the ten-week Officer Candidate School, the six-month basic school for officers, and the ten-week infantry officer course. We were too familiar with that portion of Virginia and the local night life. On December 7th, while Will and I were at the FBI Academy, we had dinner at the Globe and Laurel just outside the base on Jefferson Davis Highway. The place is owned by retired Marine Major Rick Spooner and his wife, Gloria. On that particular evening, we met Rosey, a retired Sergeant Major, who fought in the island hopping campaign of World War II, in Korea, and did two tours in Vietnam. He kept making fun of Will and his Japanese heritage, telling us how at Peleiu the password was “lollygag” because the Japanese soldiers pronounced “L” like a “W.” Most of the night, Rosey kept telling Will, “I bet I shot your granddaddy” and repeating the password “wawigag.” Will’s a fourth generation American and though his family was interned, his grandfather was an American soldier who earned a Bronze Star in Europe. Will took it all in stride, especially after Rosey picked up the check.


     


    ***


     


    Will smelled me before he crossed the threshold into the garage “You are ripe! No manly hugs for you.”


    “After all we’ve been through and you’re going to let a little filth and perspiration come between us. It’s only been a week or so since I showered, it can’t be that bad.”


    “No wonder the Princess is boycotting you and your man cave.”


    I secured the double deadbolts on the door. “You want a beer?”


    “Yeah, that should sweeten the deal enough to make me stay through the first inning,” said Will looking around the garage. “I love what you’ve done with the place. It has a retro fifties eclectic ambiance.”


    “Listen to the jarhead. Big words like ‘eclectic’ and ‘ambiance.’ Are you studying for your SATs?”


    “I can always go before I finish the beer,” said Will feigning anger.


    “Stay. I’ll curb the acerbity and sit downwind.”


    “Whoa, now who’s using big words? Did you pick that up at the soup kitchen?”


     


    I grabbed two Coors from a battered Whirlpool side-by-side standing against the far wall next to a worn couch, a paper shredder, and a government-issued file cabinet.


    I handed Will a beer and we did a mock toast. Before taking a sip, I poured a little in my hand and slapped it across my shirt, letting the beer smells join the smoke and sweat already permeating the fabric.


    “Didn’t your mother teach you any manners?”


    “What can I say? I’m into my role and if you don’t finish your beer I can use it for my pants.”


    “You do look like you’ve been ridden hard and put away wet. I’m guessing you fit right in with the masses a few blocks over. And what’s wrong with your left eye?”


    “Does it look good?”


    “No, it looks horrible,” said Will.


    “That’s good.”


    “Huh?”


    “It’s my own concoction. I accidently discovered the lethal combination a few months ago at a sushi bar. I’ve been rubbing wasabi and ginger root juice into the eye to make it look red. The guys at the clinic can’t figure out what’s wrong so I keep going back.”


    “What exactly are you doing?” he asked before taking another sip of the Coors.


    “Are you cleared to know?”


    “Special Agent Joshua Stuart, I am a senior investigative agent at the Los Angeles Joint Terrorism Task Force. My security clearances are beyond anything Jack Bauer could even hope to fabricate. I’ve made it baby. I’m an official member of the FBI’s Secret Squirrel Division and I’m livin’ the good life.”


    “That’s comforting. I guess I can share my secrets without fear of you going Snowden on me.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


     


    “All the medical clinics down here take Medicaid. With the federal healthcare takeover, headquarters dreamed up a new initiative and the Bureau is concentrating on fraud cases, a DOJ priority.”


    “You only work the big ones,” Will jabbed.


    “If I’m a success here I may be able to take this performance on the road.”


    “I can see where you’d want to duplicate this lifestyle throughout the nation,” said Will. “But I repeat, what exactly are you doing?”


    “The Princess wants me to seek treatment at the clinics and then see which ones are double and triple billing the feds. I suspect I’ve had a few surgeries and probably a lot of diagnostic testing. It takes at least a month for the clinic paperwork to clear before the government pays out. Once we see what services they’re billing to my account, the FBI can move forward. We need multiple violations to prevent some Perry Mason from arguing it was merely a bookkeeping mistake. I’m seeing different doctors a couple of times a week.”


    “So your hypochondria is finally paying off?”


    From a desk drawer beneath the computer I pulled out a copy of “The Hypochondriac’s Handbook” and tossed it at Will.


    Shaking his head, he said, “You are amazing. Are the clinics taking a look at that STD strain you picked up on the last assignment?”


    “Always the comedian. There are certain body parts I won’t let them touch.”


    “It seems pretty straight forward,” said Will as he thumbed through the handbook.


    “Yeah, I don’t think I’ll be here much longer. I’ve made a couple of fast friends and have identified several dozen who are being treated. When we go overt, the Princess can come back down, interview them and marry up their treatments with the billings. It’s a simple paper trail after that. The major problem is some of those being treated aren’t going to make the best witnesses, hence the need for an undercover agent.”


    “I’m guessing the neighborhood is pretty transient.”


    “Actually you’d be surprised how many people are permanent street creatures. I’ve met a few who have been here for years. They’re somewhat fixtures in the community. I guess for them they’ve found an identity and are viewed with a certain respect. It’s hard to leave their position of authority.”


    Will nodded. “Reminds me of an Aryan Brotherhood idiot I arrested a few years ago who couldn’t wait to get back to prison because he was viewed as a leader in the system. He was looking forward to returning to his throne of power and I was only too happy to oblige.”


    After taking a long pull on my beer I said, “I call one guy Jimmy Beam. He loves his bourbon. I gave him a couple of bottles of Jim Beam Devil’s Cut he thinks I stole from a liquor store so now I’m his BFF. I have no idea what his real name is. He just laughs when I holler ‘Jimmy Beam, the devil made me do it.’ He’s a leader on the street and seems to be a roper for the clinics and government services. He hooked me up with food stamps. I’m sure there are kickbacks somewhere.”


    Putting down the handbook, Will said, “But you’re making friends. That’s a big step for you. You always had playground issues at the Academy.”


    As I grabbed a can of dry-roasted peanuts from a desk drawer, I added, “I’ve also hit it off with some Iraqi named Omar. He hit the skids a few months ago and has no desire to return home, not that he could even afford it now. He’s only been a citizen for a couple of years and fears if he’s out of work, the government will revoke his citizenship. I told him I didn’t think that would happen, but that’s ICE’s problem. He’s hooked me up at one of the clinics. He also has the inside track on some social services available for the homeless. I’m playing along. He plans on introducing me to some guy who has a job-works program for the unemployed.”


    “How’d you meet Omar?” asked Will leaning back, balancing himself on two legs of the chair.


    “He’s Muslim, but we met at one of the missions. He reminded me Jesus was a great prophet so he figures he can darken the door of a church if it means a free meal. Actually I like Omar. Right now, we’re living on the same floor of a residential hotel a few blocks over.”


    “You mean you aren’t sleeping on that over there?” said Will pointing to the worn green sofa next to the refrigerator.


    “No, I spent a few nights at one of the missions then I found this place over on 5th. It’s a bed and a private room, but that’s about it. The bathroom’s at the end of the hall and every once in a while you can catch a hot shower if you’re up first and limit yourself to about thirty seconds.”


    “What’s your back story?”


    “Again it’s pretty simple. I’m a former Marine with an associate’s degree in business but got booted out of the service because of drugs. I’ve somewhat cleaned up my act, but can’t find work. I drink a little too much when I can afford it. The VA won’t help because of my bad conduct discharge and no one else cares. No family. No nothing.”


    “How are you supposed to be supporting yourself?”


    “Using funds from the operational budget, I bought cigarettes from a wholesaler. The first week, I claimed I got a great deal on a master case of stolen Marlboro Reds. I spent most of my time hawking cancer sticks to a couple of mom and pop grocery store owners in the neighborhood. I shared five cartons with Omar which solidified that relationship. I’ve got another case here in the garage so I’ll be schlepping them tomorrow. Already loaded them up in my Gucci carry-on luggage,” I said pointing to a ripped oversized athletic bag on wheels.


    “So it’s going well?”


    “Yeah, it’s okay,” I paused to take a sip of beer, then said, “I had a misunderstanding this evening.”


    “What!” exclaimed Will. “You shot somebody?”


    “Yeah, I think so.”


    I spent the rest of the evening explaining the events from an hour earlier.

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


     


    I nodded to the obese night clerk who barely acknowledged me. Omar and I called him “Perv” short for pervert because most of his time on desk duty was spent thumbing through an extensive collection of dog-eared pornographic magazines. With a voice that fit the body, short and thick, his red, puffy face marked the guy as a heart attack waiting to happen.


    In what passed for the lobby, three men, seated on a faded brown couch stretching across the back wall, were watching Jimmy Fallon. No one was wearing a blood-soaked UCLA shirt, not that I was expecting to find the attacker in such an upscale establishment. All three were smoking cigarettes I sold them a week earlier.


    “That’s gonna’ stunt your growth guys.”


    “Hey, Jim. You got any more of these?” said Slim, an older white man who was missing most of his front teeth, holding up a pack of Marlboro Reds.


    “It’s Josh, Slim. The smoking lamp is lit tomorrow morning. You want me to hold you back a couple of cartons?”


    “Yeah,” said Slim.


    The other two nodded, joining in the collective purchase agreement.


    “I’ll need cash guys. I don’t accept food stamps.”


    “Yeah, we’ll get you cash,” said Slim whose mind often lived well beyond his body, a few too many brain cells destroyed by alcohol. “You wanna join us. This Fallon guy’s pretty funny.”


    “Nope, I’m heading to bed.”


    “Okay, but don’t forget we want smokes tomorrow.”


    I lugged the sports bag up the stairs to the second floor of the residential hotel where I had been living for the past three weeks. The Ritz it wasn’t, but I really couldn’t expect more in this neighborhood. As I discovered, the poverty cycle fed upon itself. Providers attracted the homeless and the homeless attracted the providers. This hotel received a government subsidy and delivered the minimum to maximize profits. The hotel served as a safety net for the lucky ones who could live beyond food stamps and relief checks. At least in here you weren’t part of the thousands living on the streets of L.A.


    The accommodations weren’t much, but it beat the make-shift shelters of the street and offered a modicum of safety from the crime-ridden community. My room was small, consisting of a squeaky single bed, a plastic lawn chair, and a four-drawer dresser of which only two worked. The peeling wallpaper, water stained from a pipe that burst a couple of decades earlier, matched neither the threadbare curtains nor anything else in the room. The scenic view out the window to the brick building next door and the alley below was included in the weekly rent.


    Maid service was non-existent and if you wanted clean sheets you could exchange them downstairs on Friday mornings between eight and ten; no earlier, no later. If you missed the exchange you waited until the next Friday. That was the extent of the amenities—no HDTV, no Wi-Fi, no turn down service.


    I debated changing out the forty-watt bulb in the ceiling fixture with something a bit brighter, except management made it clear any alterations to the room without prior approval would result in eviction. There was a zero tolerance policy and with housing at a premium I wasn’t about to chance fate and end up back at the mission. I was told light bulbs strong enough to allow reading at night would be considered an alteration, subjecting the offender to exile. Apparently, electricity was either in short supply or contributed to global warming in the eyes of Perv, management’s nighttime mouthpiece.


    As I entered the second floor hallway, the strong scent of medicinal marijuana wafted out of the two rooms of the “chronics,” as Omar and I referred to our floor mates. I’m sure the men, who bragged of their prescription connections, were enjoying the therapeutic benefits of the legal high, but the smell was nauseating. Some evenings the odor of burnt rope was so strong I questioned whether I could pass a Bureau-administered drug test. Tetrahydrocannabinol, the principal psychoactive ingredient in the cannabis plant, was stored in body fat. It could remain in the system up to thirteen days for casual users and up to ninety days for heavy abusers. I thought it best to steer clear of the office for several weeks after I completed this assignment. The herbal teas touted by the pot shops really didn’t cleanse the urine for the sophisticated screening process used by the FBI. I didn’t need the hassle of additional paperwork and knew I couldn’t hold my breath until the covert operation ended.


    Three doors down, room 23, was my little slice of heaven. The door was open to the room next to me and I decided to pay Omar a visit after depositing the luggage in my temporary quarters. I grabbed a paper sack out of the gym bag before heading next door.


    I strolled in as if the open door was an invitation. The room, with all the matching accoutrements of my spacious abode, was unoccupied. It wasn’t as if Omar’s possessions were worth stealing, but the residents weren’t known for obeying the finer points of the law and an open door for even a few minutes could result in a financial wipe-out.


    As I turned to leave, I literally ran into Omar, who was returning to the room.


    “Hey, sorry. You left your door open and I thought you were in here.”


    “It is okay. I needed to go to the bathroom and did not think to lock the door. The wind must have blown it open.”


    “It wasn’t the air conditioning,” I said.


    We both laughed because the building had no air conditioning and the odds were it never would. The summer heat could be stifling, but rather than fresh air, open windows meant the putrefied smells of rooting garbage from the trash containers housed in the alley.


    “Where have you been all evening?” asked Omar as he hung his towel on the back of the door.


    “Just walking around. A couple of blocks over I ran into a church group giving out bags with sandwiches and Hostess cherry fruit pies. I grabbed you one,” I said handing Omar the brown paper bag, its contents were the always valuable Hostess pie and a peanut butter and honey sandwich. The fruit pie was the World War II equivalent of hosiery in terms of trading value. Cherry and apple confections went a long way on the street, almost as prized as a pack of cigarettes.


    I hadn’t run into a church group giving out treats. I made the sandwich at the storage garage right after Will left. Peanut butter was a staple since my youth. The habit continued into my adult life. While deployed to Iraq, my mom would send me the forty-eight-ounce double packed jars of Skippy Super Chunk sold at Costco. When the MREs didn’t satisfy, a couple of scoops of peanut butter usually did.


    Still today, I’ll eat it right out of the jar, maybe mixing in honey or jam to enhance the culinary experience. The jar in the garage was the honey mixture, just enough to sweeten the extra crunchy. The only concession I made now was white bread. The charities providing meals always served white bread, so in keeping with what seemed a popular tradition on the street, I kept a loaf of Wonder Bread at the ready.


    The sandwich and fruit pie scored some major points with Omar. When I posed as a high-roller, gratuitous gestures always set the Bureau back a few bucks. In this case, I was buying off my neighbor with cheap store-bought sustenance.


    “My friend with the job placement company will be here on Wednesday. I hope you will be ready to meet him,” said Omar.


    “I’ll be ready.”


    “Will you be able to clean up some?” asked Omar trying to be sensitive, yet knowing my current state of hygiene wasn’t going to impress the man with a briefcase full of opportunities.


    “I’ll try, Osama,” the nickname I called my Muslim friend. “I guess I can always clean up in the sink. I doubt if the showers will be working by then.”


    Omar laughed. “They have not worked in two weeks. I am not sure we should expect a miracle, but maybe Allah will provide.”


    “Thanks for thinking of me.” I wasn’t sure I wanted to go down this path. My mission was to gather evidence of healthcare fraud, not find meaningful employment. But Omar helped me gain credibility on the street and this overture might in some way enhance my cover. Besides, it might be nice to talk to someone who was interested in something other than “a hot and a cot.”


    “You will like the man. He has been most successful in placing people in large corporations who are looking to help the unemployed. Your country gives tax benefits to those who employ and assist men and women out of work. Malik can help you. He is a very nice man,” said Omar as he took a bite of his sandwich.


    “Is he Muslim?”


    “Yes, is that a problem?” said Omar through a mouthful of sandwich.


    “No, but will he help me if I’m not?”


    “He will still help. He is from Iraq, but is not a practicing Muslim. Like many who have moved to this country he came for freedom and opportunity. And that freedom includes not being forced to practice the faith. I do not agree. I still pray but will accept assistance from those who do not,” said Omar as he continued eating the sandwich.


    “What exactly is this program?”


    Omar finished swallowing then said, “They are seeking candidates who can move into lower level management positions at the many businesses they represent. I only met him three weeks ago, but the opportunity sounds promising. He also told me he would give me $100 for every person I brought him who would qualify for the program.”


    I laughed. “So the truth comes out. I’m just another pretty face you’re seeking to exploit.”


    Omar didn’t catch my humor and became defensive. “No, it is not like that. It has been a difficult few months without work. I am no longer able to send money back home to my family. He seemed interested in me because of my language skills and because we are from the same country. He is going to find me a job, too. I’m sure he will offer you a reward if you can bring him clients.”


    “Omar, if I can help you make $100 just by meeting this guy I will. That’s what friends do for each other.”


    He smiled, relieved I was going along with game plan.


    “What’s the name of his company?” I asked, not really caring.


    “Career Placement Services, Limited,” said Omar as if he was already onboard and selling the program to the uninitiated.


    “I guess we will see how limited they are after they meet me.” Then I changed the subject. “I was able to get some more cigarettes. Do you want me to save you a few cartons?”


    “Are you sure they are not stolen? I do not wish to accept them if they are stolen. It helped me a great deal the last time because I was able to sell them on the street, but it would be wrong if they were acquired illegally.”


    I admired the man. We didn’t worship the same God, yet we shared a similar sense of right and wrong. Though the man across from me, munching on a sandwich, had been out of work for months he was unwilling to profit from a criminal act.


    “No, they’re not stolen. It’s a wholesaler I met who will front me a master case. The cigarettes are old, so he’s afraid to sell them to his merchants out in the suburbs.”


    “I do not understand ‘front’?”


    “It means he gives them to me and I must pay him when I have the money.”


    “And that is what you did before when you gave me the five cartons.”


    “Yep, that’s why I made you pay me after you sold them at a profit. If they were stolen I would have just given them to you. You’re my friend.”


    Omar seemed satisfied with my answer and asked for five more cartons. Tomorrow, I planned on returning to the local merchants who didn’t care if they were stolen, knowing a handsome return awaited them after they sold the highly discounted Marlboro Reds. The move solidified my reputation on the street as a hustler and kept me beyond the suspicions of the few who paid attention.

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


     


    The alley outside my room was well lit, maybe the only one in this section of town where all the street lights worked. On most of the side streets, many were shot out or the bulbs far exceeded their shelf life. The city’s efficiency in this rare case was a real pain since it meant my room was never dark. The ragged curtains did little to block out the light, day or night. The thick wool blanket the hotel furnished would have prevented any bright incursion, but then the room would be even more smothering than it was.


    Lying on top of the sheets was my habit since moving into the Skid Row Ritz. The heat was oppressive and though the window was open, the air was dead. The whirl of the cheap plastic fan perched on the dresser wasn’t enough white noise to lull me to sleep or provide an adequate breeze.


    Even in luxurious hotels, sleep didn’t come easily because my brain was always playing the “what if” game. What if they discovered my weapon or recording device? How would I respond? What if I ran into an old acquaintance, a defense attorney I previously encountered in court, or even a past target? What would I do? What would I say? How should I react? Preparing for one assault didn’t prepare me for every confrontation, but the more situations I reviewed, the more focused my situational responses became. All these games proved valuable as I rehearsed potential UC scenarios, at least in my mind. I was alive because I didn’t sleep. On more than one occasion my response was so quick, so timely, it threw the bad guy off his game. My dummy runs paid off. Tonight, however, the sleeplessness was attributed to one thing; the stifling heat.


    Suddenly I heard a man screaming from the alley below. “No!”


    The shout was followed by a flurry of quick shots from a small caliber semi-automatic, at least four or five rounds. I jumped from the bed and raced to the window.


    A female ran past the street lamp at the north end of the alley. But it wasn’t just any woman. This was the victim I saved earlier in the evening. I was certain of it—same flannel shirt, same matted hair, same abused woman.


    Looking directly below my window I saw another familiar figure, the rapist wearing a blue UCLA t-shirt, now blossoming in fresh blood. The man had his right upper arm wrapped in gauze, presumably non-professional medical treatment from a gunshot wound inflicted several hours ago. This time, the man wasn’t running. He wasn’t even moving. Victims who shoot back lived longer and this victim shot back. The rapist just found out how personal revenge could be.


    Two men raced up the alley from the opposite end and stopped momentarily at the downed rapist.


    “You need me to call an ambulance?” I shouted.


    The larger of the two shook the victim hard several times—there was no response. The man looked up at me. “Won’t do no good. He be dead. Too many holes in the wrong places.”


    With that, both men rifled through the dead man’s pockets, stripped him of his watch and shoes, and ran back down the alley.


    I hesitated in making a 9-1-1 call as moral ambiguity plagued me. The tough guy rapist who got his excitement attacking women just learned all the bullets in his weapon were real. His life was empty and now, so was his gun.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


     


    From a business perspective, it had been a successful day. I managed to sell about twenty cartons of cigarettes and would have pocketed a handsome profit had I not given most of it away.


    Hector Salazar and his family stayed at a shelter a block west of the residential hotel. We met at one of the missions two weeks earlier. Hector and his family were standing in line for dinner and I did a couple of magic tricks for Hector’s two children, his five-year old daughter, Isabella, and his three-year old son, Carlos. The kids were awed when I “took off” my finger and marveled at the rubber band trick. I made a couple of fast friends that evening as we sat together for spaghetti dinner.


    We spoke on several occasions since then and I learned the plight of the young father. Hector was hardworking, but down on his luck. Finding employment in the downtown area wasn’t easy, and with thousands on the street trying to eke out a meager existence, the competition for what few jobs opened up was keen.


    As I was walking back from a successful cigarette sale to one of the many liquor stores in the area, I spotted Isabella and her little brother playing on the sidewalk. Their mom and dad were sitting up against the church’s wrought iron fence, desperation etched in their faces. The family needed to get to Iowa where a job for Hector in a packing plant awaited. A week earlier, he was robbed by a youth gang roaming the downtown area preying upon those living on the street. The thieves took all their money, money meant to cover the family’s expenses for the trip to the Midwest.


    “Ola, Isabella,” I said.


    “Ola, Senor Josh,” replied the little girl offering a glacial grin.


    I pulled her father aside and we spoke briefly. When the conversation ended I gave the young father four bus tickets to Sioux City, Iowa. By evening, they would be off the streets of L.A. and on their way to new opportunities.


    I wouldn’t share this aspect of the operation with the Porcelain Princess. I assumed somewhere in the many regulations governing UC operations, my use of “project generated income,” as the FBI would refer to the sale of the Marlboro Reds, was illegal. I could live with the consequences if it ever became known, but I figured Hector wouldn’t be around to report the incident and the kids would side with Senor Josh if the FBI’s Office of Professional Responsibility, the Bureau’s answer to a police department’s internal affairs, started asking questions.


     


    I was running late and if I missed the sermon, I missed the meal. The only ironclad rule of the mission was you had to sit through the service before you went through the chow line.


    Though this area of Los Angeles was never wealthy, the church was once a vibrant downtown congregation that moved decades earlier to the San Fernando Valley and suburban sprawl. Several churches combined resources and turned the facility into a multi-faceted operation with a nightly meal, a food pantry, and a thrift store. The minimal lawn inside the front gate provided limited protected shelter for the families who camped out behind the eight-foot wrought iron fence. The wood paneled sanctuary, floors, and pews were greatly in need of repair as were the people who sought the aid of the church.


    Most of the worship services at the mission were similar: a few songs led by someone from a visiting church which also provided dinner, then a short sermon by the mission’s director, Antonio McDaniel. Most people referred to him as Big Tony. In his younger days, he was a heavyweight boxer who headlined at L.A.’s famed Olympic Auditorium.


    Since I was part of the unwashed masses, I wanted my face to be a familiar one at any of the missions, but this facility was my favorite. The meals were a little better than the other shelters where pasta was a mainstay. It had been five weeks of pasta, potatoes, and no workouts. If I had to gain weight on a UC assignment, I wished it could be over-indulging in the luxurious restaurants of Beverly Hills rather than carbo-loading on mission row. Maybe the Bureau would spring for a month of Nutrisystem once the operation ended—it did wonders for Dan Marino and Marie Osmond.


    Big Tony was large and powerful with dark chocolate skin and a booming voice. He was a no nonsense man’s man who didn’t soft pedal his beliefs. I could envision him driving out the “money changers” with his fists. He belted out truncated sermons to an audience who didn’t demand sophisticated Biblical exegesis. Theological pontification could be reserved for the more erudite. These people needed faith in God, in their future, and in themselves. Big Tony provided it.


    I grabbed a seat next to Omar who tendered a smile. Though he believed the key to Paradise was prayer, he willingly participated in the Christian services since his appearance meant a free meal.


    As the singing ended, the visiting worship leader turned to the director who was seated on a bench off to the right side of the platform. Big Tony had his head down as if in prayer. When the music stopped, silence momentarily filled the room. The lights were already dimmed and peace captivated the well-worn sanctuary. The calm was broken by a cough.


    The minister looked up, smiled, then slowly rose to his feet. Unwinding his six foot four- inch frame, he would be huge in any setting but t~~~~~~he three-foot high platform allowed him to tower over the thirty or so in the audience.


    Every person sitting in the pews knew he was a sinner, without resorting to a Biblical definition. Lives were wrecked because of drugs, alcohol, and broken relationships.


    Big Tony peered out over the congregation, light glistening off his sweaty bald head. His deep brown eyes shifted back and forth as he made eye contact with each person. Even those with their heads bowed, more in exhaustion than in prayer, felt his presence and eventually looked up as they found the minister focused on them. Once he thought he had everyone’s attention, he smiled and bellowed, “You can’t suck air out of a glass.” It startled those drifting back asleep. He repeated the statement even louder. “I said, ‘you can’t suck air out of a glass.’”


    With hands large enough to palm a basketball, he grabbed an empty glass from the podium and held it high for everyone in attendance to see.


    “You cannot suck air out of a glass. You can turn it upside down, but that air ain’t coming out.”


    Then he kicked at something hidden behind the podium and a twelve-gallon wet-dry vacuum cleaner rolled across the stage. He took a couple of steps toward it, reached down, and grabbed the extended hose. “This here vacuum cleaner can pick up any mess. I seen it advertised on TV and it really sucks.”


    Everyone laughed.


    “I wish it could suck out poverty,” Big Tony thundered.


    And two or three yelled out “Amen.”


    He then kick started it and the machine roared. He waved the hose all around the glass as if vacuuming and finally put the hose into the glass. Shutting down the machine with his foot, he said, “That TV ad is wrong. It don’t work on everything cause it can’t suck the air out of this here glass. The air’s still inside.”


    Holding the glass up higher, he began to jump around on the stage, shaking the glass in every direction, then shaking like he was mixing a martini, he lowered his voice and in a near-whisper said, “I can shake this glass every which way but the air ain’t coming out.”


    There were a few more laughs and I began to wonder where all this was leading. I looked over at Omar whose smile was bright and intense, focused on the message.


    “Do you know how you get air out of a glass?”


    There was no response.


    He boomed, “I said, ‘do you know how you get air out of a glass?’”


    “No preacher,” said a disheveled white man on the third row fully engrossed in the demonstration occurring in front of him.


    The minster reached behind the pulpit and held up a pitcher of water with his left hand. He began to pour the water into the glass he held in his right hand, completely filling the glass. “Now there ain’t no air in this here glass. It’s all water. It’s filled with water. Filled to the brim with H2O.” Extending his arm toward the audience, he gave everyone a closer look. “Ain’t no air. Just water.”


    Then pulling the glass back and holding it at eye-level so all could see he poured the water from the glass into a bucket sitting on the floor, a man-made waterfall. Some of the water splashed out onto the carpet as he jumped back to prevent getting wet. “I can’t get my pants wet.”


    There were more laughs.


    “You gots to pour water into the glass to get the air out. It’s the only way to get that nasty air, that polluted air out of the glass. Clean fresh water does the trick.”


    He set the props down and looked out over those in the pews. He connected with every person, focusing for a second on each, and said, “And you know what? You can’t suck sin out of your life. A vacuum cleaner can’t do it. Turning your life upside down won’t do it. Shaking you won’t help. Even knockin’ you up against the side of the head ain’t gonna do it. Though for some of you, I’d like to try.”


    Some uncomfortable laughs came in response as he picked up the pitcher and glass again. “The only way you can suck sin out of your life.” He began to pour the water back into the glass and bellowed, “I said, the only way you can suck sin out of your life is to fill it with Jesus Christ. When Jesus consumes your life, there’s no room for sin. Invite him in NOW! If you confess with your mouth and believe in your heart that Jesus Christ escaped that grave, you will be saved. The Bible promises you. The Word of God promises you. Let Him in now. Let Him consume your life. Let Him fill up your glass and there won’t be no room for drugs and alcohol and all that the world throws at you. Don’t wait.”


    Thus endeth the lesson; a powerful message with few words. Let’s eat.


     


    ***


     


    Omar and I joined the rest of the congregation as we trudged up the stairs to the fellowship hall for dinner prepared by the ladies from the visiting church—meatless spaghetti, damn! Steak night must be tomorrow.


    As I walked through the line, I shared a few forced smiles with those dishing out the food and joined Omar at an empty table near the back of the room.


    Using the side of his fork like a knife, Omar began cutting up the long thin noodles into bite size pieces. He took several bites before beginning the conversation, “Where were you this afternoon?”


    “Moving cigarettes,” I answered.


    “I earned ten dollars,” said Omar.


    “Selling cigarettes?”


    “No, a man came by in a van and offered us a sack lunch and ten dollars to attend a rally at the courthouse. He picked up fifteen of us but only the clean ones.”


    “He might not have picked me.”


    “Allah rewards those who purify themselves,” said Omar without smiling.


    “What was the rally?”


    “I do not know. The man said when he cheered, we were supposed to cheer. When he applauded, we were supposed to applaud.”


    “And did you follow directions?”


    “I earned my ten dollars,” said Omar grinning.


    “You better be careful Osama. You might end up on the wrong side of an unpopular cause.”


    “I needed the money.”


    Two of the ladies from the visiting church walked by and offered a smile. “Jesus loves you,” they said. Then as one of the ladies looked at Omar, she said in a weak Spanish accent, “Jesus te ama.”


    After the women moved on to the next table, Omar asked, “Are you ready to meet Malik tomorrow?”


    “Sure.”


    “But you will clean up, won’t you?”


    “You want me to purify myself?” I said.


    Omar nodded.


    “I won’t disappoint you.”

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


     


    I had been a few blocks south of the Greyhound bus station on East Seventh Street checking out a lead Jimmy Beam gave me about a liquor store owner looking to buy cheap cigarettes. I talked to the Indian proprietor who spoke very broken English. Through hand signals and a sample pack, we negotiated a tentative sale. I planned to return the next day with ten cartons of Marlboro Reds, hoping that’s what we agreed upon. It was hard work for such a small sale, but each transaction enhanced my reputation in the inner city and provided the needed cover story for my rent.


    As I approached the bus depot, I was greeted by the smells of rotting vegetables, courtesy of a produce company just south of the asphalt parking lot. I made my way to the entrance of the one-story, split-face concrete block building.


    After a quick survey of the room, I spotted my one o’clock appointment. Making my way past weary travelers, I joined the two men sitting at a small round table near the far wall. The men had already ordered coffee and Omar had one waiting for me as I sat down.


    “Josh, this is my friend Malik.”


    As Malik stood, I extended my hand and tried to quickly size up the man I was facing. He was dressed nicely— not extravagantly. Being overdressed in this neighborhood could result in a mugging, if not worse. The Polo shirt, crisp khaki trousers, and newly shined shoes would be acceptable casual business attire almost anywhere in Los Angeles.


    Malik was short, about five-seven, and thin, maybe a buck forty or fifty. His jet black hair was slicked back with “axle grease” reminding me of a used car salesman I arrested years earlier for selling tricked out campers to a Somali drug running ring. Malik looked to be about forty. His dark complexion and black, not dark, but black eyes, marked him as Middle Eastern, as if I had any doubts based upon what Omar told me.


    “Thank you for meeting me,” said Malik with a strong accent.


    “I should be thanking you. I’d like nothing better than to make enough money to get out of here.”


    “What has Omar told you about us?”


    “Not much,” I said trying to determine how enthusiastic I should appear about a potential job opportunity. “He told me the two of you spoke last week and he thought I might be interested in what you have to say. So I guess my only question is ‘what are you selling?’ Or maybe I should ask what do I have to sell if I sign up?”


    “Why are you down here?” asked Malik, ignoring the question and getting to the point without a lot of small talk.


    “I hit rock bottom and I’m trying to climb my way out.”


    “That is fine. We are looking for people who want to improve and are willing to work. Quite frankly, the companies we represent are subsidized by the federal government when they employ certified hard-to-place men and women.”


    “I’m not sure how hard-to-place I am, but I’ve been told I’m certifiable.”


    Neither Malik nor Omar laughed at my attempted humor. Malik wasn’t quite sure how to take the comment and moved on with another question. “Would you smile for me?”


    I gave him a confused look then offered a lopsided grin. When Malik reached across the table to part my lips and get a better look at the teeth, I swatted the hand away without hesitating. “What are you doing?”


    “It is okay,” said Omar.


    “No, it’s not okay.”


    “I am sorry. I should have asked first. I need to see your teeth,” said the Iraqi business recruiter.


    “I’m not some thoroughbred on the selling block.”


    “No, that is not it at all. We can fix many things, quickly and cheaply, except teeth. The employers we represent want good teeth. You must be presentable to the business community,” said Malik.


    “You can look, but don’t touch,” I said as I opened my mouth widely to display twenty-eight pearly whites. “The wisdom teeth are gone but the rest are mine.”


    “They are very nice. You have taken good care of your teeth. That is important. Many who live down here and are out of work cannot afford good dental care. At one time you must have had money.”


    It was something I hadn’t considered. I had made physical changes to my appearance for various assignments: moustache, beard, long hair, shaved head, glasses, even an eye patch for a six-month assignment. But I wasn’t pulling my front teeth to look like I belonged in L.A.’s cesspool. I wondered if any of the doctors at the clinics noted my teeth and suspected I wasn’t who I was pretending to be.


    I rolled with the comment. “Yep, at one time I had money. Now I don’t. Were you expecting meth mouth?” I asked, referring to a condition often seen in long term crystal methamphetamine users. Their teeth could display a disastrous side effect of extended abuse: decay, erosion, fractures, stains, and missing teeth. It wasn’t pretty, nor was it anything fixable with a quick trip to the dentist.


    “We must be sure,” said Malik looking intently at my face. “It would be a waste of your time and ours to go any further if you are a user.”


    “Josh is clean,” offered Omar. “I would not have brought him to you if he used drugs. That’s one thing we both agree upon. No drugs.”


    “Just say ‘no,’” I said with a smile repeating the Nancy Reagan mantra.


    “And do you have a social security number?” asked Malik.


    “Of course. I was born here. I’m out of work now, but I’ve held a job.” I know I answered with the hint of an attitude.


    “What about the eye?” asked Malik.


    Smiling inwardly knowing my Asian concoction of wasabi and ginger looked believable, I said, “I’m not sure what it is. It’s nothing permanent. It’s actually clearing up. The doctor thinks it’s something I picked up living down here. Lots of things floating around skid row that don’t plague the rich.”


    Satisfied, Malik began asking questions about my employment history. I provided the back-story I created with the undercover unit at headquarters, complete with the Marine Corps bad conduct discharge hoping that would end the meeting. Malik focused on “Marine Corps” and may have missed the BCD, or as it was known in the military, a “big chicken dinner.”


    “Veterans are especially valuable. The government offers special incentives for hiring those with a military background.”


    I decided not to belabor the point or explain the nature of my discharge from the Marines. If it came up again or for some reason, the Princess wanted me to go down this investigative rabbit hole, I could always re-create the DD-214, the military discharge certificate, to reflect honorable service. Frankly, I was getting bored with the interview and was ready to head back out onto the street. I was recording the meeting, for whatever it was worth, but the acoustics inside the bus station were horrible. The ambient noise from the vendors, the passengers, and the frequent loudspeaker announcements made a quality recording doubtful. I feared the most I was getting was the bus schedule to parts elsewhere as the voice thundered the next departure in English and Spanish.


    “I’m sorry I jumped at you when you touched my mouth. You just caught me by surprise. I hope I didn’t offend you,” I offered as a provisional mea culpa.


    “No,” said Malik. “It is I who should apologize.”


    Looking at a large clock on the far wall, I said, “I have a doctor’s appointment for my eye and need to get to the clinic.”


    “Just a quick question,” said Malik. “Omar tells me you have no family, is that true?”


    “Yep, it’s just me to carry on the family name, such as it is.”


    “Then think of us as family. Families help each other. They provide opportunities. They offer hope to those members who need a hand up, not a hand out. Would you consider joining our family?”


    He was laying it on thick, but I nodded. “If you can help me climb out of the gutter I want to be part of the family.”


    Malik offered a broad smile handing me a document he removed from his leather binder. “Could you quickly fill out this information sheet? This will allow me to begin looking for positions, matching your skill set with those needed by our corporate clients.”


    I looked toward Omar who nodded as he gave me a huge grin. If I completed the application, he got paid. I figured there was no harm in filling out the questionnaire. It wasn’t like I was providing my own identifying data. Even if Malik was somehow checking up on me, all of the information was backstopped. And if he was stealing my identity Joshua Bond, not Joshua Stuart, would have trouble getting credit.


    The sheet asked for the typical background data—name, date and place of birth, social, driver’s license, previous employment, and education. I quickly provided it all and handed Malik the completed form.


    “When I get back to my office I will begin the search. I will contact you again soon. I think you will be a very good fit for one of our employers. You are exactly the type of man we are seeking for our projects. Take my business card. I know I can contact you through Omar, but if you need to speak to me for any reason or have any questions, call me.”


    “Thanks,” I said, pleased I apparently sold myself to Omar’s associate which should enhance my street cred and enrich my friend by $100.

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


     


    The next day, darkness was approaching, though the summer’s heat was hours from waning. It was a successful venture back to the Indian-owned liquor store where I negotiated the previous day’s cigarette sale. I delivered ten cartons of Marlboro Reds and the owner provided the name and address of a relative who also owned a liquor store and might be interested in ten more cartons of “stolen smokes.” I planned on stopping by this new lead before heading back to the hotel for the evening.


    My credibility was sound. In five weeks, I had become a tentative fixture in the neighborhood. I was beginning to understand the inner workings of a community, sobriety had forgotten. Maybe with my new found popularity I could convince the Princess to let me run for mayor on the poverty ticket. There was big money in the homeless, at least for the providers—government appropriations, subsidies, foundation grants, tax breaks.


    The War on Poverty began more than fifty years ago and after $20 trillion and ninety-two government programs we were no closer to winning. Society measured compassion by dollars expended, not people restored. Too many were prostituting themselves at the trough of entitlement and there were more than enough “providers” who loved providing. I had more respect for the guys who shot back than for those who hid under the veil of legitimacy.


    I turned up Seventh, crossed the street, and headed down the same alley I took to get to the liquor store. Large faded green dumpsters cluttered the corduroy-like backstreet that was bumpy and potholed.


    I heard quiet conversation and was alerted to a potential threat halfway down the alley. I focused on three men, possibly still teenagers, in the middle of the pavement who had just stepped out from a dark alcove. The largest of the three, bald and belligerent, dressed in a dingy off-color, wife-beater t-shirt, was tapping a two-foot steel rebar against his filthy denim shorts. His two companions were shorter and less self-assured. One had long stringy hair and the other was doughboy soft; both wore shorts hanging low off their asses. All three were heavily tatted; their ink work done in prison or on the street, not some Beverly Hills boutique. Their white trash, gutter punk façade was meant to instill fear on the unsuspecting.


    I debated whether to avoid a confrontation. It was always the wisest and safest path in any situation. I couldn’t shoot them, at least not without more provocation. Besides, the UC operation couldn’t afford the exposure. Three dead teens with only a pipe for a weapon would be hard to explain to the Princess and the police. Maybe I should walk away. I doubted however if that was even possible. As soon as I turned, they would strike. They were looking for a fight, preying on street dwellers. To the uninitiated, I appeared to be an easy mark, alone and vulnerable.


    I maintained eye contact with the skinhead in the wife-beater, staring him down and showing no fear. I was “jonesing” on the adrenaline pursing through my body, confident these were the men who attacked Hector.


    I hated bullies whether packaged in ghetto panache or corporate elegance. In school, I was the first to take on the playground tyrant. I learned early in life I could either be the hunter or part of the herd. I chose the former and my desire to protect society’s weakest carried over to my career choices: the Marine Corps and the FBI.


    I hadn’t seen these thugs in the neighborhood, but youth gangs often sought easy quarry near skid row, if merely for the excitement of beating up the homeless. Robbery wasn’t as much a motive as the pathological thrill of inflicting violence on the underrepresented. Attacks on L.A.’s coveted Westside brought too many cops. Here it was pure sport, hit and run.


    The FBI didn’t believe in fair fights. Almost every arrest situation involved overwhelming manpower. The press enjoyed slapping pictures across the front pages of teams of agents arresting a lone suspect, implying overreaction on the part of the government but the truth was, it saved lives. A suspect might believe he could survive a shootout with one or two agents, but when confronted by eight to ten armed men only those with an imminent death wish took the challenge.


    Now, I was on the weak side of an unbalanced fight. I knew from experience, most gangs followed similar demographics. Typically, there was a leader, maybe a second in command who would assume leadership responsibilities should the leader fall, and the remaining were followers whose only value to the lineup was stupidity and brute force. Sometimes they could be dissuaded from fighting with the right incentive. I had every intention of evening the odds quickly and providing the necessary enticement for the groupies to move to safer ground.


    This had the potential of being an old fashion street brawl. West Side Story without the sound track. I was capable of violence; never fearing it. Maybe I needed the action as much as the punks. Brutal survival skills would determine a winner, and it looked like tonight I might have to break a nail. As our instructor at the Academy used to yell, “If provoked and justified, do damage first. It’s the only way to confront violence.” A smile actually crossed my face.


    Before I could mount a frontal assault, a blow came from out of the darkness. I was struck from behind with a splintered pine slat from a wooden pallet. The board broke across my back as a fourth member of this inner city posse joined the fray with a cheap ambush.


    Warrior instincts prevailed as I fell forward from the surprise attack. I did a tuck and roll as the hitter dove on top of me. I ignored the immediate pain. Fending off one weak strike to the face, I slipped my right arm under the left arm of my attacker. With my free left hand, I delivered three quick powerful blows to the face, crushing bone and cartilage. The aggressor shrieked in pain as blood splattered across his face. The hitter capitulated without rendering another strike.


    Still controlling the cheap-shot artist, I rolled both of our bodies along the pavement just as the wife-beater swung the rebar in a chopping motion toward our two-man pile up. I was able to angle our bodies just enough so the wife-beater’s colleague took the brunt of the blow. Again, another ear-splitting shriek as his subordinate cried out in pain, gasping for air.


    Now within striking distance, I was able to attack from the ground. Tossing the injured assailant to the side, I launched a fully cocked front kick into the groin of the wife-beater, propelling my leg so that it extended through the assault. More screams as I inflicted severe pain on the wife-beater’s manhood.


    When the skinhead started to collapse I grabbed at him, pulling him toward the ground. I was able to flip him, positioning myself in a controlling hold. My knee was in the small of his back. My left arm was at his shoulder with my right arm grasping at the attacker’s straightened and twisted limb so it couldn’t bend. Now from the arm bar position, I began pulling the arm up toward my chest.


    One of the two standing assailants took a step forward as if he wanted to join the battle. I only smiled. Not a friendly smile, but a smile portending further destruction. I wrenched the wife-beater’s shoulder hard as bones cracked and tendons could be heard ripping from their insertion points. The once brazen punk screamed and his associate backed away.


    I jumped to my feet, prepared to confront the two remaining jackals. I could smell weakness. Continuing to maintain the initiative, I rushed toward the larger of the two men, the one who seconds before took a step forward. Both men froze. I refused to succumb to the gang’s failed four-man trap, and now two of their teammates were benched for the rest of the season.


    In a conditioned response requiring little thought, I planted my left foot spinning with my cocked right leg elevated knee high and parallel to the ground. With the instep of my right foot, I blasted the outside of the forward knee of the larger man who folded like a cheap suit, screaming in agony. With a reverse back fist, I caught the side of the man’s face delivering a knockout blow. The man’s head bounced off the pockmarked pavement as he landed hard without breaking his fall.


    Surprisingly, the last of the attackers, the soft doughboy stepped forward and took a wild swing. I decided to make it a foursome and easily slipped the roundhouse assault that came by way of San Francisco. Ducking under the punch, I came up with a left uppercut to the chin. As the man weakened and began to collapse, I threw my right knee into his midsection, followed by a palm strike to bridge of the nose. I then threw a forearm into the attacker’s right shoulder and flipped him around as I slid my hand down his arm to his wrist. I bent the arm awkwardly in a reverse twist. Applying tension at the elbow, I brought the arm, swarming with tattoos, down, crashing it across my knee to the sound of bones splintering.


    On the street you don’t get points for style, only for body count. I was up four to nothing. Surgery might make them whole, but it would be months before these gangsters played the assailant role again. Maybe this collection of tainted white trash would return to their doublewides and bully the rich and famous before considering another foray into L.A.’s inner city. Hector was avenged.


    I bent over to catch a breath, the sound of my breathing was amplified by the sudden stillness of the evening. My shirt was soaked in the blood of the assailants, four men mugged in their own attack. I accepted the mythical gold from judges who weren’t issuing participation medals; surgical scars would serve as the losers only battle ribbons.


    Once again I confronted evil and survived, but was I now a marked man? Street creatures in the inner city don’t respond to alley ambushes with such controlled intensity. Only a highly skilled combatant could prevail under these conditions. My time on the street might be limited if the word got out, “the cigarette jockey won’t take it from anyone.” I could only hope news of my response to the attack wouldn’t reach the residents of skid row.

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


     


    With a blood soaked shirt, I knew I would draw too many stares and too many questions if I headed straight to the hotel. I decided to return to the garage and made my way through the back alleys, avoiding everyone.


    The few blocks I had to walk seemed much further as muscles began to tighten. I took a few more blows during the backstreet melee than I originally thought. An ice pack would bring some welcome relief. I would also triple up on the Motrin, popping at least six pills.


    It was late and the alley was clear as I made my way to S.M.C.


    I punched in the code 4-7-2-7 and heard the click of the lock. Opening the door, I first flipped on the lights, before closing the door and slamming the double deadbolts. I had thirty seconds to shut off the alarm and did so with time to spare, punching in the three-digit code in a matter of seconds. There were no telltale signs my case agent had been to the man cave. She occasionally left bureau memos or empty Starbucks cups on the desk. Tonight it was in the same condition I had left it during my previous nocturnal stopover.


    How much longer would this operation last? The Medicaid paperwork was working its way through the bureaucracy and soon the FBI would have the answers as to whether it had all been worthwhile. I was ready to return to Nashville to continue restoring a relationship on the mend.


    Blood spatter covered the front of my shirt and I had to get some of it out. It didn’t have to be “Tide clean,” but I needed the newly created red stains dull enough to avoid inquiry. Trying to pull the shirt over my head, I realized how sore I was. I muscled through the maneuver extending my hands above my shoulders—tomorrow I would be hurting.


    I tried not to soak the entire shirt hoping it would dry before heading to the hotel in an hour or so. Ringing out the excess water, I hung it near a metal fan and directed it toward the desk. The moist cool breeze served as poor man’s air conditioning.


    I grabbed a Coors from the refrigerator and a shoulder ice pack from the freezer. Resting the extended pack around my neck, the cold felt good. Even if it brought no relief from the pain, it cooled my overheated body—I’d worked up a sweat in the alley.


    I headed to the computer to check emails before writing up a brief 302 on the sale of the cigarettes. The report was only designed to account for “project generated income.” The Bureau had no intention of prosecuting the immigrant owner for the sale of untaxed tobacco. The visit to the store owner’s relative would have to wait another day. Tonight I could use the proceeds to cover a couple of more nights at the “Ritz.”


    I would conveniently forget to detail the alley ambush and assume the sewer rats would forgo mentioning it to their parents and loved ones. Who wanted to admit they got their butts kicked by a vagrant?


    Clicking on my Bureau email account, thirty-three messages popped up. Most had to do with policy changes, which I seldom read even when I wasn’t undercover. Since the policies changed as frequently as I now shower I would just wait until an issue arose to find out the latest FBI directive. No need to clutter my mind with useless trivia. I checked a few announcements and learned who was retiring, who was transferring, and which administrator was being rewarded for the unsung work of the street agents. I marveled at how the Puzzle Palace believed such decrees somehow incentivized those on the front lines to fight harder.


    The Princess sent a long email with an administrative question about one of the vouchers I signed, attaching a copy of the Bureau’s manual detailing the proper accounting methods for all expenses. I was tempted to tell her what she could do with the document but thought better of it.


     


    ***


     


    As I headed back to the Shantytown Sheraton my shoulders began to stiffen. The ice pack didn’t work and the Motrin hadn’t kicked in. I kept stretching my neck trying to loosen the upper body. Relief wasn’t coming. I wasn’t looking forward to sleeping on the hotel’s bed but I didn’t have many options. I wouldn’t be welcome at the nearest Hilton and that might really cause a voucher issue for Her Highness.


    I entered an empty lobby. The usual suspects must have found cheaper entertainment on the street. The desk clerk, the central casting pervert, looked up briefly, though he was too engrossed in the back issue of some porn magazine to say anything.


    “Don’t forget to read the articles,” I said over my shoulder as I made my way up the stairs. I could smell the “chronics” and their remedy for whatever ailed them. The marijuana stench hung over the hallway like a morning fog awaiting the afternoon sun. I went straight to Omar’s door to say hello and show off my newest war wounds. The door was slightly ajar and I knocked hard enough to open it all the way.


    “Omar!”


    He was lying on the floor, his arm tied off at the bicep, a hypodermic needle hanging from inside the elbow.

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


     


    “Omar!”


    Kneeling next to the young Muslim, I shook him hard—there was no response. His exposed skin was a deathly blue and cool to the touch. His face was twisted in agony. Then I noticed the eyes. They were open. It was as if he were staring through me, not asking for forgiveness, but seeking solace. A quick assessment showed no breathing and no pulse.


    As a former combat Marine and now an undercover FBI agent, I saw death on the battlefield and on the streets. In Iraq, death was the result of a recent gunshot or an IED blast. Immediate aid could save a life, but when death was instantaneous the body was warm, blood spilling out from the wounds. On the street, I occasionally stumbled across someone who had been dead several hours. I knew the signs. Omar’s arm was beginning to stiffen as rigor mortis set in. Blood was pooling in the body as gravity took its toll. Omar had been dead several hours and no amount of emergency medical services would bring him back.


    I sat next to my friend who looked older in death and punched in 9-1-1 on my cell phone. An ambulance wouldn’t help but a police unit needed to respond. I remained on the floor stunned. This made no sense. Omar wasn’t a user. He had something to live for. He had hope in Malik’s program. He was getting ready to emerge from this cesspool.


    Remembering I was armed and fearing the police might pat me down when they arrived, I went next door and stashed the Glock.


    Scanning Omar’s room upon returning, I handled nothing. I left the needle dangling from inside the elbow. I assumed it was heroin, but there was no way of telling without doing a chemical test on the residue or an autopsy on the body. There was nothing in the room to demonstrate narcotics use. There was no spoon or bottle cap in which to heat the substance. There was no lighter, no baggie, no wrappers, no powder, nothing evidencing use or abuse.


    I spotted a wallet on the dresser. Even though we had been friends for a month, I didn’t know Omar’s full name. I grabbed a handkerchief from my back pocket and reached for the wallet. Carefully removing the driver’s license, I saw the photo of my friend and his full name; Omar al-Khalid, an address in Hollywood, and a date of birth of May 23, 1990. I slid the license back into the wallet and placed it on the dresser.


    Leaning over the body without touching it, I did a cursory examination of Omar’s arms. There were no needle marks and certainly no tracks. Maybe if this were a first time use of whatever was in the syringe, the amount was too much for a body unaccustomed to illicit drugs. But why? Does a man who prays five times a day toward Mecca seek relief with a hypodermic plunger?


    I heard the yelp of a siren out the window and knew a patrol unit was arriving, trying to move people off the curb in order to park. It wasn’t like the residents of skid row accommodated the police, so even when the officers were there to help, they were seldom welcomed.


    Within seconds the sounds of heavy footfalls could be heard as the patrolmen climbed to the second floor.


    “I’m in here,” I shouted.


    The two policemen, one black and one white, entered with caution and confidence, their right hands on their weapons, not quite knowing what to expect.


    “Step away from the body, sir,” thundered the black officer with the voice of a man used to being in charge. I did as directed surrendering to the command, backing away with my hands clearly visible and high in the air.


    “I called you. I’m his friend.”


    The white officer gave me a superficial pat down as they both began routine questioning before securing the scene for the detectives and the medical examiner.


     


    ***


     


    Two homicide detectives came about forty minutes after the patrol team sealed the room. The detectives were treating it as a simple drug overdose, certainly not murder. They were required to open an investigation which could easily be closed assuming the cause of death, a self-inflicted overdose, was determined by the autopsy.


    A “hot shot,” a purposeful drug overdose prepared by a supplier made no sense. I could think of no reason why anyone would want to kill Omar. I knew of no enemies he made while living on Wall Street and never heard him speak of problems prior to moving downtown. On the other hand, I couldn’t believe my friend used drugs, even one time, and that’s what I told the detectives.


    The experienced detectives were doubtful of my opinion as to Omar’s drug use. Overdoses in this section of town were the most common cause of death. They had a far easier time believing an inexperienced user’s body couldn’t take the jolt of a first time hit. Just looking around the hotel and the neighborhood, it was easy to accept why anyone would choose to self-medicate. To the cops, a dime bag, readily available on the street, seemed like a cheap way to mask the pain for the short term. Many tried and a few met the same end result Omar apparently experienced. The one and out rule!


    A female crime scene investigator showed up a few minutes after the homicide detectives. I watched from the hallway as the law enforcement officials went about their business. The technician did a quick perusal of the room, bagged the syringe, and took a few photos. The detectives opened all the drawers, searched through the closet, and emptied Omar’s only suitcase. Nothing jumped out as being evidentiary in nature. And just as I told them, nothing pointed to sustained drug use either.


    As the lead detective opened a discolored towel stashed in the bottom drawer of the dresser, he came across an interesting item. “What the…” He held up a sterling silver, diamond studded necklace with Arabic writing in jewels. It had been resting on a stack of tens and twenties. Omar never had cash and he certainly didn’t pad his retirement account peddling Marlboro Reds on the street. I had never seen the piece before and was as shocked as the detectives that Omar, living in squalor, would have both money and such a valued piece of jewelry.


    It was at that point, I learned the olive-skinned evidence tech was of Lebanese heritage. “It spells Allah. I guess you could say it’s like a Christian cross. Maybe not as prevalent among Muslims as the cross is with Christians, but many believers own such a piece.”


    From the hallway, I asked, “Are those real diamonds?”


    “They look real but it could be quality cubic zirconia.”


    “What’s the purpose and meaning?” I asked as the female walked toward me to answer my questions.


    “It’s designed to remind the believer of his love for Allah and the willingness to surrender oneself.”


    “I never saw him wear it.”


    “If he does wear it, it would be during prayers. Never in public because it looks like a women’s adornment, that would be forbidden. And, he would certainly take it off before going to the bathroom. That would be considered defilement. For the men, it would be made of silver. For the women, it could be made of gold. But like a lot of traditions, America has corrupted the religion,” she said without emotion.


    “You’re Muslim?” I asked.


    “I was born in Lebanon, but my parents brought me here when I was three. They never were religious and quit going to mosque once they arrived in the States. I’ve studied the religion just because it’s part of my heritage, but I’m not a believer. Was he religious?”


    “I know he prayed.”


    She nodded as she returned to bagging the items the detectives seized as evidence, including the $1,540 cash discovery.


    The detectives then left the room and began banging on the doors of the second floor residents. No one claimed to have heard anything unusual, though I suspected even if they had, they wouldn’t be sharing it with the police. I would follow up once the cops secured the scene.


    Even with all the police activity on the floor, curious neighbors didn’t flood the hallway. In fact, a few opened their doors, saw it was the cops and quietly closed the doors, as if their silence might prevent any further intrusion into their privacy.


    I told the detectives about a rear stairwell serving as a fire escape. The door, opening to the alley, was supposed to remain locked, but the alarm was seldom set and residents often exited by way of the alley when it was more convenient. Someone could have accessed the second floor through the fire escape and gone undetected by the night clerk or the other occupants.


    The police weren’t doing an extensive investigation, more like a lick and a promise, but had I been in their shoes I probably would have come to the same conclusion—self-induced acute drug intoxication.


    I didn’t identify myself, other than providing my undercover identification and a brief back-story. I really couldn’t provide any information as to Omar’s relatives in Iraq. Based upon what Omar said, he had no relatives living in the United States and as far as I knew, I may have been his only friend. Omar never talked much about his life in Iraq or the U.S. He never mentioned workmates from his previous employers, so there wasn’t a lot to share even though I wanted to be helpful. I told the detectives Omar sent money home, but they found no Western Union paperwork identifying next-of-kin.


    I returned to my room and as I lay in bed waiting for the medical examiner’s people, I searched my mind for anything explaining what happened next door. Omar never drank and tried to dissuade me from drinking when I’d bring a beer to the room. Going from alcohol abstinence to mainlining “black tar” didn’t compute. He made it a point to mention to Malik neither of us used drugs. None of this made sense. And why the cash? How had he managed to accumulate $1,540?


    I could ask questions tomorrow as long as I was cautious in my approach. It would have to look as if I cared for a friend, not snitching for the police. This current assignment would be wrapping up soon, so whatever I did I needed to do it quickly.


    There was a slight commotion as the personnel from the medical examiner’s office arrived. Hauling a gurney up the stairs, they banged into the wall as they ascended the steps.


    I strolled back into the hallway and watched through the open door. Only a paramedic unit or representatives from the medical examiner’s office could declare a person dead. The two-person team’s presence was welcome as the female officially confirmed what everyone knew. Omar was dead.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


     


    Once Omar’s body was removed, I headed downstairs. It was four in the morning and the answer to my most pressing question came when I found the night clerk asleep in a beat up Lazy-Boy behind the desk. The “perv” didn’t even know the cops had secured the crime scene. I reached through the gate and unlatched the door. I figured I was wasting time, but needed to ask. Shaking the night clerk several times, Perv finally stirred with a whiskey belch. Obviously, security wasn’t his highest priority, so I wasn’t surprised by the response. The clerk, who was usually buried in his stack of porn, claimed he was awake all evening and didn’t see anyone other than residents heading up to the second floor. “It was just the usual dudes. Like I told the cops, I didn’t see nobody.” I accepted the answer, though I wasn’t going to quit that easily.


    I’d wait until morning to question the others in the hotel. Several had jobs in the garment district a few blocks west of Wall Street and at least one guy worked the breakfast shift at a restaurant in the jewelry district. Since this wasn’t the Marriott, I couldn’t expect Perv to honor a wake-up call, but I planned on getting up in an hour or two to question everyone as they left the building. Maybe someone spoke to Omar or saw him heading up to his room with his stash or his supplier. My friend’s death still made no sense.


     


    ***


     


    With only a few hours of sleep, I awoke and parked myself downstairs. As those who were employed began to exit the building I questioned each about Omar. I kept it up throughout the early morning and struck out with everyone who made their way past the lobby. No one reported seeing anything unusual and those who knew Omar were surprised he used.


    By about nine, I climbed the stairs returning to my room. I stopped briefly to speak to the chronics. They were both in a semi-permanent haze and their mellowed attitude added nothing to the investigation. A recent study showed persistent marijuana use reduced IQs by up to eight points. I figured both these guys were into double digits and falling fast.


    Almost as an afterthought, I checked the fire escape. Before I made my way to the stairwell leading to the alley, Slim exited his room at the end of the hallway. As the nickname implied, he was at least six three and would hit one-forty on a scale only if he were caught in a downpour. His long, stringy hair, scraggily beard, and permanent bloodshot eyes prevented him from catching the eye of any fashion photographer and this morning’s clothes would have even been rejected by the Salvation Army were he so inclined to donate. In his late forties, he had lived on the street for well over a decade on a steady diet of cigarettes and liquor.


    “Hey Jake, you got any more smokes?”


    “It’s Josh and not right now. Were you here last night?”


    “Yeah, I slept here if that’s what you mean,” said Slim through missing teeth and alcohol breath bad enough to blister paint.


    “Did you hear about Omar?”


    “I heard the cops last night, but I was trying to sleep one off. I never came out of my room or opened the door. Was that about Omar?”


    “Yeah, he’s dead.”


    “No foolin’. Sorry to hear that, I know you and him was friends. Never had much use for him, but I guess you did.”


    “Did you see him last night?”


    “I wasn’t seein’ much last night, least not with clear eyes. Lots of blurs. Finished off a bottle of Caisson vodka. It’s good stuff. You should try it.”


    “But did you see Omar?”


    “Can’t remember if I did last night or some other night. I think I seen him talking to his skinny buddy, but that mighta been a couple of nights ago. I got started pretty early on the bottle.”


    “What skinny guy?”


    “I don’t know his name. Some dark skinned guy. Coulda been Mexican like Omar.”


    “Omar wasn’t Mexican.”


    “Really, coulda fooled me. I guess they all do look alike.”


    “So was it last night you saw them?”


    “No. I don’t think so. I think it was a couple of nights ago… I guess I’m supposed to say ‘sorry for your loss,’” said Slim as he kept walking toward the stairs.


    I proceeded to the alley exit stairwell. When I got to the bottom of the steps, the alarm wasn’t set and opening the door didn’t set off any bells and whistles. Again, so much for security. There was some stickiness around the strike plate and the bolting mechanism. I was no expert, but it seemed as if tape had recently been applied to the lock. Had the adhesive been removed some time ago the white shards evincing glue or paste would have been dirtier. I carefully scanned the area and saw no fingerprints which should have been visible on the sticky area around the plate. It would be impossible to put a time and date on the taping, but had someone wanted to enter the hotel via the back alley to avoid contact with the desk clerk, duct tape over the lock to prevent it from latching would do the trick. Possibly Omar’s supplier entered through the fire escape.


    The lead homicide detective gave me a business card. I wasn’t convinced the police were going to mobilize an evidence team for this most recent discovery, but I called the detective and left a message on his voicemail.


    For the next hour, I questioned those on the street about Omar, his death, and his drug use. Only a few were sober enough to communicate, but no one could provide any information. I wasn’t sure how much more I could do without accessing the crime lab results and the autopsy report. Chancing I could enter the garage before noon without arousing too much suspicion, I headed to the alley hideaway.


    As I got closer, I straightened up and tucked in my shirt, with just enough falling over my belt to hide the Glock in the small of my back. Using my hand as a comb, I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to look more like a blue-collar worker than an unemployed transient.


    I was surprised when no one seemed to notice me as I walked with purpose down the side street and entered the garage quickly. Even the two men sitting on a makeshift bench two businesses down seemed fully engaged in conversation and didn’t give me a second look.


    Once inside, I turned off the alarm and grabbed a Monster Zero Ultra from the refrigerator. As I powered up the computer, I took a couple of swigs from the Monster, supplementing the early morning caffeine I ingested while questioning everyone I encountered outside the hotel.


    When the screen lit up, I checked my emails, hoping I had something from my case agent about the progress of the Medicaid reports. There was nothing, so I punched in her number. It went straight to voicemail. Apparently Nordstrom’s didn’t have adequate cell phone coverage inside their stores. After listening to the annoying computer-generated message repeating each digit of the phone number I had just called and telling me to leave a message, I did.


    “Hey, it’s me. Call me. I need some help. My friend Omar who introduced me to Malik died late last night. The cops are calling it a drug overdose, but it just doesn’t make sense. LAPD responded and the coroner’s office took the body over to Mission. I need…” I timed out the voicemail.


    I tapped the number a second time and listened through the ritual ringing and mechanical voicemail. “It’s me again. I’m not sure how much of the last message you got. I need you to pull the preliminary autopsy and police reports. His name is Omar al-Khalid and he died at the hotel. It just doesn’t make sense. He didn’t use and they found no evidence other than the …”


    I exhausted the voicemail capacity again.


    I called a third time. “You’re a damn FBI agent. Set up a voicemail so somebody can leave a decent length message. Call me, it’s important.” I ended the call not knowing when Her Highness would descend from her throne to respond to the minions laboring in the fields.


    Accessing the news on the Web, I caught up on the major current events not being discussed on the streets of L.A.’s slums. When my cell phone rang, I noted the blocked number and assumed it was my case agent calling from the office.


    “Yeah,” I answered in case it wasn’t my case agent or maybe even if it was.


    “You called me,” said the Princess. “We’ve got you on the speaker. I’m in with my supervisor.”


    “Thanks for getting back to me. Did you listen to my message?”


    She answered with a surly “You mean the one concerning my voicemail capacity?”


    “Hey, if my ass is hanging out I don’t have time to leave three and four messages. I need to get all the info out in one phone call. But right now I’m more interested in Omar.”


    “Yes, I, we listened to all your messages,” said Gavin Phillips, a practiced bureaucrat who was L.A.’s white-collar crime supervisor handling medical fraud investigations.


     


    “I don’t care which one of you does it, but I need somebody to call over to LAPD and the County Medical Examiner’s office. I need to see the preliminary autopsy report and whatever the crime lab discovered from the evidence seized out of Omar’s room.”


     


    “That’s not going to happen,” said the Princess.


    “What do you mean, it’s ‘not going to happen’?”


    “I, we have no reason for being interested in Omar’s death. It’s not a federal issue and for us to make any inquiries at either office might alert the wrong people that the FBI has an investigative interest in what’s going on down there,” said Phillips.


    “You don’t trust the cops or the coroner’s office? Come on. You think some vagrant has Central Division on the pad?”


    “No, but we can’t take a chance something will leak out. Omar’s death, tragic though it may be, doesn’t fall within our undercover purview. We are months from getting our indictments. This matter is a Bureau priority and that means we must take every precaution to protect investigative integrity,” said the supervisor.


    “What if he were murdered?”


    “Then I’m sure the homicide detectives will find the person or persons responsible.”


    I took a long pull on the Monster, knowing I was fighting a losing battle. It was a little after eleven and I assumed the two were hoping to get over to Westwood and grab lunch before the UCLA-college crowd set in. We continued the conversation for a few more minutes, but I wasn’t going to beat the bureaucrat and his wannabe-in-training. I completed the call agreeing not to pursue Omar’s death beyond what I’d already done.


    As soon as I ended the call with the Princess and her supervisor, I called Will.


    “Will Terashita.”


    “Hey, it’s me.”


    “Still kickin’ it in Beverly Hills Light?”


    “Yeah, I need a favor.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


     


    Will threw the paperwork on the desk and popped the tab on a Coke as I began to peruse both reports.


    “I sure wish you’d get a nicer place for our little nocturnal gatherings. Your inner city hideout is strictly bottom shelf,” said Will with a lopsided grin.


    “I hear you, but let me finish reading and then we can discuss your opinion of my business abode.”


    The preliminary autopsy confirmed what I assumed—suspected acute drug overdose, pending toxicology tests, but two items stood out in the police report.


    “Did you look at these?” I asked, rotating in the chair toward Will.


    “Not really. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for and I don’t have much of a stake in your off-the-books investigation. Besides, if the Princess and her boss ask me I can honestly say ‘I never read any reports. I don’t know what you’re talking about.’”


    “You can say that ‘honestly’?”


    “Semi-honestly,” said Will with a smirk.


    I popped the tab on my Coke, took a sip, and said, “The syringe had trace amounts of diacetylmorphine.”


    “You suspected a heroin overdose, right?”


    “Yeah, but the syringe had no latent fingerprints, full or partial. Not a single print, not even a smudge. How do you inject yourself without leaving something, at least a smear of some sort?”


    “I’m not sure you can unless you wear gloves,” said Will.


    “Exactly, Omar didn’t inject himself. Someone else did and either wiped down the syringe after the injection or the killer was wearing gloves.”


    “But who wants to kill a homeless guy?” asked Will as he reached for the report and began reading it.


    “You shouldn’t have picked that up. You’re never gonna pass if they put you on the box,” I said referring to a polygraph exam the Bureau’s Office of Professional Responsibility usually insisted upon when investigating agent misconduct.


    “And the detectives found no other evidence of drug use in the room,” said Will ignoring my comment. “If this were more than a one-time experimentation, there would been some indication of at least preparation—tin foil, a spoon, something. You just don’t buy a fully loaded needle off the street and inject it in the first vein that pops up after making a fist. There weren’t even prints or smears on the rubber tubing. How do you tie off the arm without at least leaving a print, a smear, or teeth marks?”


    I nodded. “You’re preaching to the choir. The toxicology reports should tell us more in terms of drugs in the system and the potency of the narcotics.”


    “They won’t be available for at least a week or two. Do you want me to try to speed them up?” said Will taking a sip of Coke and grabbing a handful of peanuts.


    “No. Let’s not burn a favor. It’s gonna be a hotshot. There’s no other explanation.”


    “What about homicide? You want me to circle back around with them?”


    “Not yet. Let me ask a few more questions on the street.”


    Will added, “Okay, let me fool around on the computer and I’ll get Tania Rodriguez, one of our analysts, to pull up everything she can. She’s pretty good.”


    “Thanks. I need another favor.”


    “What you need Kemo Sabe?” said Will using a pretty poor Tonto accent as he finished his Coke.


    “Can you go grab me three cartons of Marlboro Reds?”


    “Cartons or packs?” said Will as he tilted his head at the request.


    “Cartons.”


    “Is the pressure causing you to take up smoking?”


    “No, but I’m going to need to pay a street tax to get some information. It wouldn’t look good for me to buy a carton in one of the local liquor stores, especially since the only one I know that’s open at this hour is a guy who bought twenty cartons off me the other day.”


    “There’s an all-night market over by Union Station. They’ll have cartons,” said Will.


    “Great. Meet me back here in fifteen. Then I’ll head back to the hotel.”


    “You got money?” asked Will.


    “For the room?”


    “No, for the cigarettes,” said Will.


    “Can’t you voucher it?”


    “Under what case number? This is off-the-books, remember?”


    I offered a lopsided grin, “I don’t know. You’re the guy who’s semi-honest, make one up.”


    “Give me some money and I’ll run your little errand,” said Will mockingly.


    I pulled out a roll of twenties from the desk drawer.


    “Gee, look at that, Daddy Warbucks. You’ve got money to spare. There must be big money in being homeless.”


    “Bring me back a receipt.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


     


    The next morning, I grabbed some coffee from an overpriced mini-mart catering to the desperate and returned to the hotel hoping to coax more information out of Slim.


    The chronics were already deep into their medication as the strong smell of burning hemp flooded the hallway. I knocked loudly on Slim’s door, but there was no response. When I twisted the knob, it rattled, but the door was locked. Just as I was about to knock again, Slim threw open the door holding a rusted carving knife high over his head.


    “What do you want?” hollered Slim as his eyes tried to focus, his mind elsewhere in need of prescription meds. “You tryin’ to break into my room again? I’ll kill you.”


    I took a step back to avoid a downward slash. Every law enforcement officer was taught a man with a knife can strike within twenty-one feet before your gun can clear the holster. It’s one rule justifying deadly force when the bad guy was waving a blade. Even a step or two back wouldn’t save me if Slim decided to charge. I sought mediation rather than confrontation. “Slim, it’s me, Josh.”


    Slim shook his head hard several times as if he were trying to scatter whatever demons buried themselves deep in his cerebral cortex.


    “Slim, it’s me. You okay? It’s Josh. I brought you something and wanted to ask you a few questions.”


    Slim’s eyes narrowed, but the rest of him seemed to be focused in deep left field beyond the foul pole.


    “Slim,” I pleaded quietly and slowly.


    Slim lowered the knife. “Hey, Jack, what’s up?”


    “It’s Josh. You okay?”


    “Sure, why wouldn’t I be?” said Slim looking in bewilderment at the knife in his right hand.


    I held out the carton of Marlboro Reds, somewhat as a peace offering.


    “Hey man, I ain’t got no money. It’s too early in the morning. I ain’t been begging yet,” he said with a laugh.


    “It’s a gift. I just need some answers.”


    “You must be pretty hard up if you think I got answers. I ain’t no ‘cyclopedia.”


    I smiled and handed the carton to Slim. “Tell me about the skinny guy you saw with Omar.”


    Slim offered a questioning smile.


    I added, “You told me you saw Omar with some skinny guy the other day. You thought he might be Mexican. Remember?”


    “Oh yeah, I remember. Yeah, some little, skinny Mexican guy, but I guess he might not be Mexican if you say Omar wasn’t.”


    “It doesn’t matter, tell me about him.”


    “Yeah, I seen him here a couple of times. Short guy, greasy slicked back hair, I guess that’s why I thought he was Mexican. He came up to the room. I never talked to him, but I never talked to Omar neither.”


    “Was he well dressed?”


    Slim laughed. “You mean better than me? Almost everybody’s better dressed than I is, so yeah, he was well dressed.”


    “Come on Slim, help me. Did he buy his clothes off the rack or did he rummage through the boxes at the mission?”


    “He was off the rack.”


    “Do you know what he and Omar were doing?”


    “Ain’t none of my business. I thought maybe Omar was playin’ for the other side. Figured he was a john.”


    “So he didn’t look like he belonged?”


    “You said it,” responded Slim as he tore open the carton of cigarettes.


    “Said what?”


    “He was off the rack. Their kind don’t belong down here.”


    Slim opened the pack and lit a cigarette. “I remember one time they was arguing about some guy. I thought they said he was ‘expandable.’ I listened a little bit more and the slick guy, the john, said everyone was ‘expendable.’ I laughed thinking they was talking about some circus freak who could stretch hisself in all directions, but I guess I was wrong. He said expendable, like that Sylvester Stallone movie. You ever seen it? It’s a good movie. Lotta action.”


    “When was that?”


    “When was what?” asked Slim.


    “Slim, focus. When was that conversation about being expendable?”


    “That was weeks ago. I don’t remember when.”


    “Not last night?”


    “No, I would’ve remembered if it was last night. I know it was weeks ago. At least a couple of sheet changes ago.”


    I returned to my room and shut the door, punching in Will’s number.


    “Will Terashita.”


    “You still don’t recognize my number?” I asked with the hint of a smile in my voice.


    “You sound hurt.”


    “I just figured by now you’d know it was me.”


    “I didn’t even look at the caller ID. Did you want something or are you testing my phone etiquette?”


    “See what you can find on a company called Career Placement Services, Limited,” I said as I read off all the information from the business card Malik gave me at the bus station.


    “Is this the guy Omar introduced you to?”


    “Yeah, I think he’s been here at the hotel a couple of times visiting Omar. One of the residents recalled seeing a guy who could match his description. I’m going to give him a call, but wanted you to check our records first. The way my computer is set up in the garage I can only access Bureau emails and upload reports to the file. I’ve got limited capabilities for FBI record searches.”


    “Stay on the line. I’ll pull up what I can,” said Will.


    “Call me back. I’m going to head downstairs and see if the day clerk remembers seeing Omar with anybody.”


     


    ***


     


    The day clerk wasn’t quite as perverted as the night manager though I assumed he didn’t get a lot of babysitting offers. His shaggy eyebrows, acne-scarred complexion, large bulbous nose, and three hundred-plus pound frame would be a little off-putting to young parents seeking child care.


    A large bag of generic potato chips, a dish filled with M&Ms, and a half empty two-liter bottle of Diet Pepsi sat on the desk as the day manager was engrossed in some soap opera playing on a fifteen-inch TV.


    “Charles, you hear what happened to Omar?”


    Charles looked up while stuffing his mouth with chips and a handful of M&Ms. “Yeah, he’s paid up through next week. I’m trying to rent out the room. Know anybody who needs a place to hang for a couple of nights.”


    “Are you looking to double dip?”


    Charles grinned. “I’ll split it with you if you bring me somebody who ain’t wanted by the cops.”


    “I’ll ask around. Did you ever see Omar with anybody?”


    Charles turned down the TV and took a swig from the half-full bottle of soda. “Besides you?”


    “Yeah, besides me,” I answered, annoyed at the obvious.


    “A couple times I seen him with some little guy. I figured he was a john,” said Charles as he smiled thinly.


    “You’re the second person to say that. Did you think Omar was running an escort service out of this place?”


    “Hey, it’s tough trying to make it in this world. I ain’t here to judge. As long as you’re quiet and don’t get the cops involved you can do whatever you want in the room.”


    “So what’d this guy look like?”


    “What guy?”


    “The little guy.”


    “Greasy looking, short, and skinny. I thought he was Mexican. Then I heard him and Omar talking in some foreign language. It wasn’t Mexican,” said Charles as he let out a huge belch before he took a big gulp of his Diet Pepsi and stuffed more chips and candy in his mouth.


    “So why’d you think this guy with Omar was a john?”


    Charles almost finished crunching his homemade culinary creation and with food-shrapnel flying out of his mouth, answered my question, “He didn’t belong down here. I’ve been here for a long time. I know who belongs and who don’t. He was on my ‘who don’t’ list.”


    “How long ago was this?”


    “I seen him three or four times. Maybe the first time was a couple months ago. It wasn’t like he was a regular. I figured he was some easy mark who came into town every couple of weeks and was looking to get a little excitement, know what I mean.”


    “Yeah, I think I do. So it wasn’t just within the past week or so?”


    “No, not this dude. It was a couple of months ago when it started, shortly after Omar moved in.”


    “Was there ever anyone else Omar used to hang with?”


    “You mean before you?” asked Charles.


    “Yeah, for the love...before me.”


    “There was one guy, a black guy. Seemed nice enough. Omar brought him here and even paid his first week’s rent. He never caused me no problems, just down on his luck.”


    “Isn’t everybody down here?” I said wishing I hadn’t interrupted, hoping it wouldn’t distract Charles from completing his thought.


    “The dude never asked me where to find a dope hole or nothing like that. He only asked if I knew anybody who was hiring. He lived here for a couple of weeks. Then he moved on. He and Omar was tight. I heard maybe Omar got him a job. Seemed kind of funny. Omar got him a job but couldn’t get hisself a job.”


    “How’d they meet?”


    “I don’t know,” said Charles stuffing more candy in his mouth. As he chewed he looked up to one side as if trying to remember. “I think maybe they met over at Big Tony’s mission. I know the guy was pretty religious. He went to the mission every night. I think he even helped clean up around there. I know he didn’t get no pay for it. Big Tony don’t pay.”


    “Do you remember the guy’s name?”


    “Naw, I might be able to find it in the records, but that’s gonna take time.”


    “I can get you a couple cartons of cigarettes, if you find me the info.”


    “Marlboro Reds?” said Charles with a big grin.


    “If that’s what you want.”


    “You bring me two cartons and I’ll get you what you need.”


    “How soon?”


    “Give me until tomorrow. I gotta go down in the basement.”


    “I didn’t know this place had a basement.”


    “All the fancy hotels got basements,” said Charles laughing as he grabbed the bottle of soda in one hand and a handful of chips in the other.

  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


     


    “Yeah?”


    “You’re always so pleasant on the phone,” said Will.


    “I didn’t know it was you.”


    “That makes it worse. We need to teach you some phone manners?”


    “What do you have for me?”


    “The usual on Malik al-Azzawi. No arrests, no warrants. A clean driving record. Excellent credit score. Went to UCLA on a student visa and stayed. The information in our files on Career Placement Services, Limited isn’t much. It doesn’t look like it’s been around too long. I’ll have our analyst pull up what she can. She has access to more records. I don’t think it helps much, but I guess you can make the call to Malik.”


    “Something came up. I may put off the call until tomorrow.”


    “Sounds good. Maybe by then I’ll get the analyst’s report back. What’s your next move?”


    “I’ve got two doctors’ appointments this afternoon and then I’m going to keep poking around here. I think it was Malik who was visiting Omar here at the hotel, but the timeline is off.”


    “How so?”


    “The day clerk at the hotel says Malik, if it was Malik, came around here a couple of months ago. I’m sure Omar said they met within the last couple of weeks. I never recorded my conversations with Omar so I’m going by memory. I don’t even think I put it in a 302. I’m heading over to the garage tonight about seven to review my reports. Something’s just not right.”


     


    ***


     


    It was a little past seven as I made my way to the garage. The sun was still shining, but all the neighborhood businesses were closed so I wasn’t worried about accessing the offsite while it was still light.


    Once inside, I turned on the computer. As it was warming up, I grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and began filling out the chain of custody for the microchip recording of the two doctor visits earlier in the afternoon. After sealing the chip in the evidence envelope and completing the information on the outside, I locked the document in the safe for the Princess to retrieve on her next inner city visit.


    Both meetings at the clinics were uneventful, so I knew I could quickly pound out the 302s. I was more interested in reviewing the reports on Omar, trying to determine when Malik entered the picture.


    Before I began on the computer, my cell phone rang. I recognized the number on the caller ID.


    “Hey.”


    “Are you already at the garage?” asked Will.


    “Yeah.”


    “I’m just getting off the Harbor Freeway. I’ll be there in a few.”

  


  
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


     


    I handed Will a beer as he walked in the door.


    “Thanks but you better give me a Coke. I’m still on duty.”


    “This is an official visit?”


    “Yep. Tania Rodriguez was able to pull up some interesting information on Malik.”


    “What do you have?”


    “Turns out he has overseas links and the business, Career Placement Services, Limited, has an offshore bank account in the Cayman Islands,” said Will.


    “I’m guessing there’s a percentage of legitimate businesses here in the States holding offshore accounts, probably half the Congressmen have one if we checked carefully.”


    “How many of those have a direct tie to the eight of diamonds?”


    I was confused by the reference.


    “Remember when Central Command put out a list of the fifty-five most wanted Iraqis?”


    “You mean the playing cards?” I said remembering the decks of cards circulating in Iraq with each wanted terrorist assigned a suit and number.


    “Yep,” said Will. “Hikmat Mizban Ibrahim al-Azzawi was the eight of diamonds. He was a Ba’ath Party member and former finance minister. Malik is the nephew. The uncle, the eight of diamonds, died in custody in 2012.”


    I was too stunned to respond, instead taking an extra long pull on the Coors.


    Will said, “I don’t think it’s too much of a stretch to think we might have an IS connection.”


    “Really?”


    “It’s rumored when Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi assumed the leadership of al-Qaeda in Iraq in 2010 his first order of business was to eliminate those leaders he suspected of disloyalty. Those who didn’t step down voluntarily were killed. Many of those who assumed the new leadership positions were part of Saddam’s military and intelligence apparatus.”


    “And the eight of diamonds would have been part of that apparatus,” I said.


    Will nodded. “But Hikmat Ibrahim was still in a Shia-controlled prison where he would eventually die. His close relatives, however, would have been Sunnis, loyal to Saddam and thus supporters of al-Baghdadi. Eventually al-Qaeda in Iraq, led by Baghdadi, split with the al-Qaeda central command, headed by Osama Bin Laden and later Ayman al-Zawahiri. Baghdadi took the name ISIS, the Islamic State of Iraq. When Baghdadi expanded into Syria he transformed the group into ISIL, the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant. And in 2014, he announced the formation of the caliphate and renamed the group IS, the Islamic State.”


    My familiarity with ISIS, ISIL, and the Islamic State was limited to what I had read in the news and in a few intel reports. I never worked a case targeting individuals from these off-shoot terrorist groups. I was familiar, though, with radical Islam from several other undercover operations and my time in Iraq. “Do we have much intelligence on IS operating here?”


    “It’s not always easy to find a direct correlation between a terrorist act on our soil and an overseas organization, unless a group claims responsibility. We’ve obviously had cases of Muslims here in the States being radicalized and acting out criminally, some at the direction of Middle Eastern terrorist leaders, others as lone wolves,” said Will.


    “Seems like we’ve had enough lone wolves to make a pack. It’s no secret Muslims have gone overseas to train and fight, especially in the Syrian civil war. Is there any evidence Malik has been back to Iraq or Syria recently?”


    “Malik hasn’t traveled, at least under his own passport. But, you’re right. Baghdadi has rallied Muslims from throughout the world to fight under the banner of the Islamic State. He doesn’t see it so much as attacking Assad in Syria as fighting the Great Battle promised by the Prophet Mohammad. The goal is to expand the caliphate until the Mahdi returns for the Day of Judgment.”


    “The Apocalypse,” I said not sure whether it was a statement or a question.


    “I think there’s a sincere commitment by far too many to bring about the end times. Islamists believe they can usher in the final days. That’s why we need to take a hard look at Malik. He may be part of that same belief system, tasked by Allah to bring about the destruction of the world.”


    “I’m not sure how much longer I’m going to be down here.”


    “I hope a little longer. This seems more compelling than double billing your hypochondria,” said Will.


    “Let me finish up with the paper from today. If you can, hang here a bit. It won’t take me long to type up the 302s.”


    Before I began the reports, I opened my emails. As I scrolled through the messages, deleting each one I read, I came to one from Her Royal Highness. I opened it and learned—it’s over.


    I slammed my fist on the desk, sending an empty beer bottle crashing to the floor.


    “What?” asked Will stunned at my outburst.


    “The op is over. The Medicaid paperwork came back and the three clinics I’ve been frequenting are getting rich off me. They’ve double and triple billed for services never performed.”


    “So how much longer can you stay down here?”


    “They want me out now. I’m supposed to terminate immediately.”


    “You better not upload those 302s. She’ll know you were on the computer.”

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


     


    As I headed back to the hotel, I was experiencing a cocktail of emotions. I won. The undercover assignment as originally orchestrated was a success. I sold myself to those who were exploiting the homeless and for that I was bathed in deep personal satisfaction. I could chalk up another “W” for the good guys. But it wasn’t over, at least not in my mind. Omar’s death and the questions remaining needed to be answered. I wasn’t sure how that could be accomplished now that I was ordered to cease undercover operations.


    I had already been unsuccessful in dealing with the Princess and her supervisor after Omar’s death and saw little chance of them allowing me to remain on the street piecing together all Will and I learned in the past twenty-four hours.


    Realistically, the operational funding would be cut off in the next day or two. I would be unable to voucher any expenses after acknowledging her email. If I called to discuss continuing the op and she and Gavin Phillips said no, I’d be financing the investigation out of my own pocket and spending weeks explaining my insubordination to OPR.


    As it applied to Her Highness, there was also the question of how to terminate my cover. In all but two of my operations, the targets knew I was an agent fairly quickly once I withdrew. On those other two unique occasions, which were classified as “Top Secret,” I went after foreign officials operating within the United States and to this day the targets are unaware I was an FBI agent. Granted, one is dead, but his two companions were never told the American businessman with whom they dealt was anything other than who I said I was.


    Typically, I would be arrested along with the targets. Everyone got cuffed and thrown into the back of a Bureau vehicle. Sometimes, they would double up on the bad guys and I would sit in the backseat still wired, as my crime partner made unsolicited criminal admissions that usually came back to bite him when the trial started.


    At other times, my companions and I were hauled off to the FBI offices. We were separated and the interrogating agents countered the bad guys’ alibis with what I, their co-conspirator, was “telling” them in the other room. Fearful I was working out a better plea agreement, the men began coughing up incriminating facts as they tried to minimize their involvement. It worked almost every time.


    But on a few occasions, like in this case, the indictments would be months away and my role couldn’t be revealed until the arrests were made. I just disappeared and my identity was kept secret until “discovery,” the legal term referring to when all evidence was turned over to the defense. Then the conspirators learned they had a traitor in their midst.


    With Omar dead, maybe no one would question my withdrawal. Everyone else would view my disappearance as one more transient who moved on, either in this life or the next. People just vanished on skid row and were soon forgotten.


    I would hold off contacting the Princess and use tomorrow to gather a few more facts before heading off into the sunset.

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


     


    I still had several cartons of cigarettes and grabbed two before heading downstairs.


    “Charles, you got what I need?” I said to the hotel’s day manager who was washing down a bear claw with a two-liter Diet Pepsi.


    “You got what I need?” mumbled Charles without bothering to swallow.


    I held up the Marlboro Reds.


    Charles smiled and stood up, his belly protruding well over his belt. He handed me a slip of paper with “Reginald Carpenter” printed in large block letters as I slid the cartons across the counter.


    “Are you sure this is the guy?”


    “Yeah. Once I saw the name I remembered him. He went by Reggie. Nice guy. I was glad he got a chance to get out, though I hated to see him go. He never caused no problems.”


    “How long did he stay?”


    “Maybe three or four weeks. I never went back in the files. Once I seen the name I knew it was your guy. I bet Big Tony over at the mission will remember him.”


    “What did he look like?”


    “Black guy, about your height, but a lot skinnier. He was thin, not much on those bones. My momma would have fattened him up.”


    “Thanks Charles.”


    “Did you ever find somebody who needs a couple of nights? I’ll split whatever we take in,” said Charles, not letting conversation interrupt his sugar consumption.


    “No, I asked around, but I figured you didn’t want somebody camped out front.” I lied, I never asked. “I’m going to head over to Big Tony’s, maybe I’ll find somebody over there.”


    “Probably won’t be nobody round the church. The thrift store don’t open up ‘til noon.”


    “I guess I’ll just have to hang out at Starbucks until the mission unlocks its doors,” I said with a laugh knowing the closest Starbucks was about three income brackets away.


     


    As I exited the hotel for the mission, I ran into Jimmy Beam on the street, planning his next felony. I never quite figured out Jimmy’s play. He seemed to be into everything. He was a facilitator of anything criminal. If you needed stolen food stamps, a weapon, drugs, fake ID, he was the one who could make it happen. I figured the one-man crime wave could probably afford to move off skid row, but it would screw up the little fiefdom he’d created for himself.


    “Jimmy Beam, what’s shakin’ bacon?” I said not really interested in the latest illegal ploy, but prepared to tell the police all I’d learned in my time on the street once I withdrew from the neighborhood.


    “You gots any more liquor for me?”


    “I’m working on it, Jimmy.”


    “You lets me know. I can make it worth your while. I can meets all your needs.”


    “Hey, I do have one question. Do you remember Omar, that guy I used to hang with?”


    “The guy who bought it the other night? The Mexican?” asked Jimmy.


    “Yeah, he wasn’t Mexican, but that was the guy. Did he ever ask you about any dope holes? Did he ever score from you or anybody you know?”


    “Naw, he was clean. He didn’t use. I offered a couple of times, but he wasn’t into it.”


    “Did you know he OD’d?”


    “Seriously?” said Jimmy, as confused by the death as I was.


    “Yep.”


    “That ain’t right. If that’s true, musta been a first time thing.”


    “Thanks, Jimmy.”


    “Don’t forget my bottle.”


    I vowed to pick up a couple bottles of Jim Beam Devil’s Cut even if I couldn’t voucher it; a parting gift for a valued member of the community.


     


    ***


     


    I arrived at the mission a little before noon. The front door was open and I was greeted by a female staff member I had never met. She was pushing a grocery cart full of clothes toward the thrift shop located in the back of the church.


    “Sorry sir, but we don’t open until noon,” said the worker, a short, heavy-set woman in her mid to late fifties. Streaks of gray in her mousey brown hair surrounded a tired face.


    “I know. I was wondering if I could see the director?”


    “You mean Big Tony?” said the woman as she stopped to answer my questions.


    “Yes.”


    “You don’t look like you’re selling,” she said with a smile.


    “I’m not. I wanted to ask about someone who used to come here a couple of weeks ago.”


    “You don’t look like the police either,” she said this time without the smile and with a little more caution.


    “I’m not.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “I’m sure. I was hoping to find out about a friend of a friend.”


    “Who are you interested in?”


    “Reggie Carpenter.”


    The woman offered a knowing nod. “Sure, I remember Reggie. Nice kid. He used to help around here and never asked for anything. He came almost every night for about three weeks then he disappeared.”


    “Do you remember why he disappeared?”


    “He got a job.”


    “Do you know with whom?” I asked.


    “‘With whom’? Son, I’m a retired school teacher. We don’t get too many visitors using proper grammar.”


    “Even educated people fail if they take a couple of wrong turns,” I said in a quick recovery. “Do you know who hired Reggie or where he is now?”


    “No,” she said curtly.


    “Would Big Tony know?”


    “He might, but he’s not here right now. I run things during the day. He won’t get here until around four this afternoon. That’s why I’m answering all your questions.”


    I noticed an attitude I didn’t expect from someone serving on a mission’s staff, but I figured anyone who worked in the inner city long enough might approach outside inquiries with skepticism.


    “Do you have any more information on the job he may have taken?”


    “Why are you asking all these questions? You sure you aren’t from the police?”


    “Do I look like I’m a cop?”


    “You don’t dress like one, but you’ve got good teeth,” she said without a smile.


    “And that makes me a cop?”


    “They have a dental plan. Most people who live down here don’t have a dentist on speed dial.”


    I nodded. “Did you know Omar al-Khalid?”


    “That sounds Muslim?”


    “It is.”


    “We don’t get a lot of Muslims in our ministry, not that we discriminate. We welcome everyone and serve anyone who asks.”


    She followed with, “Do you have a picture?”


    “No.”


    “Can’t say that I know anyone named Omar, but it’s not like we do credit checks at the thrift store. What about him?”


    “He died the other day.”


    “Oh no. Was it an overdose?”


    “Why would you ask that?”


    “A lot of people go out that way around here. We can’t save them all.”


    “Omar and Reggie were friends and I was hoping I might be able to locate Reggie.”


    “We don’t really keep many records around here. It’s not like we’re trying to get government grants. Reggie was friendly enough, but he didn’t talk much about himself. I’m not sure where he’s from or how he got here. I just remember he was a hard worker and we were all glad he was able to climb out.”


    “Thanks for your time.”


    “I’ll tell Big Tony you stopped by. Do you have a phone?”


    “Yes.”


    “Leave your number. If Big Tony has any more information, I’ll give you a call.”


    “Thanks. I may be back tonight. I can ask him after the service. Is it steak night?” I asked knowing the answer.


    She smiled, “I think that was last night.”

  


  
    CHAPTER NINETEEN


     


    The long light of the afternoon sun hung between the buildings. Santa Ana winds blowing off the desert brought the heat and stirred up trash that was flying everywhere. Time was of the essence only because the plug had been pulled on the assignment in L.A.’s inner city. Though I preferred to make calls from the privacy of the undercover garage, I didn’t have the luxury of waiting for a more opportune hour. I slipped into an alley and found the alcove of an abandoned building blocking the wind. It reeked of stale urine, but gave me the solitude I needed.


    “Do you have a DOB or a social?” asked Will.


    “All I have is the name. He’s a male black, in his late twenties or early thirties, probably around six feet and thin,” I answered knowing how difficult it was to get information on anyone without identifying data. The metropolitan Los Angeles area had a population of more than eighteen million, so there were lots of individuals with the same name. It wasn’t always easy to narrow the field.


    “That’s not much help, but let me see what I can find. What about a middle name? I’m guessing there might be a pot full of Reginald Carpenters in L.A.”


    “All I have is Reginald Carpenter. I haven’t been able to find anything other than a first and last. Just do your best. See if you can come up with a DL or anything. Maybe Tania Rodriguez can run it through her systems,” I said not knowing exactly what databases the analyst could access.


    “Have you talked with the Princess?”


    “Not yet. I’m surprised she hasn’t called me since I didn’t respond to her email last night. She knows I only go to the garage every couple of nights so she may be giving me another day or two.”


    “Did you call Malik?” asked Will.


    “Nope. I’m not exactly sure why I’m putting it off other than I want to record it and my consensual recording authorization doesn’t include him. I can’t expect Her Highness to add his name to the list, especially now that I’ve been ordered out.”


    Will laughed. “You’re letting Bureau procedures interfere with your investigative pursuits? That’s a first.”


    “This whole thing smells and the swamp is pretty murky. We might need to be on the right side of the regulations if Malik is hip deep in alligators.”


    “Meet me back at your man cave tonight after eight. We are covering some Middle Eastern diplomat who’s in town and my shift ends at eight.”


    “Are you working now?”


    “Yeah, but I’m on a fixed surveillance site in Burbank. Not much is happening so I’ve got time to play with the laptop. Let me see what I can come up with on this end and tonight we can plan where we go from here,” said Will.


    I was only too happy to terminate the call so I could escape the alley, even Santa Ana winds throwing up alley debris would be a refreshing change from the stench of the abandoned nook.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY


     


    It was almost eight when I got to the garage. The rest of the day was unproductive. I wasn’t able to come up with anything more on Omar or Reggie. When I showed up at the mission, I learned a visiting minister was handling the service. Big Tony came down with a bug and had sense enough not to infect the community where viruses spread as quickly as Internet rumors of a political sex scandal. I stayed for the service and was rewarded with macaroni and cheese—still too much starch. It was, however, a welcome change from meatless spaghetti.


    I punched in the code, disarmed the alarm, and warmed up the computer. After grabbing a Coke, I returned to the gray government-issued desk that wouldn’t fool anybody who broke into the space. I reluctantly checked emails, knowing my favorite case agent would be summoning me. Besides the usual policy changes and notifications, I found three from the Princess and one from her supervisor. I laughed out loud.


    Both had my number and could easily call with instructions to terminate the operation. It was obvious they preferred to create a paper trail, assuming whatever I was doing wouldn’t adversely impact their operation, but if it did they were covered. If I managed to step in it and OPR got involved, it wouldn’t take a computer genius to determine when I opened the emails and received official notification to come in.


    I heard a double knock on the door and knew Will was outside.


    “You’re a little early.”


    “My relief showed up and he let me go,” said Will as he headed to the refrigerator to grab a Coke.


    “I’m sensing arrogance this evening so I’m guessing you have something for me.”


    “Very intuitive, Mr. Bond,” said Will as he took a sip. “I think your Reginald Carpenter is dead.”


    “Really? What makes you say that?”


    “Tania pulled up a felony hit-and-run three weeks ago over in Bunker Hill. The victim is a Reginald Derek Carpenter, DOB 8/6/78, male, black, 6’, 150 pounds.”


    “Bunker Hill is where Career Placement has its offices,” I said remembering the address on the business card Malik provided.


    Will nodded. “The accident took place two blocks from their high-rise office complex.”


    “Do you have the police report?”


    “Tania is getting it for me,” said Will.


    “Are there any more details?”


    “I’ll have to wait and see the report, but she may have come up with something else.”


    “What?”


    “A Reginald Derek Carpenter is listed as a board member for Overseas Alliance.”


    “A board member? That can’t be him. This guy was homeless three weeks ago.”


    “She’s convinced it’s the same guy.”


    “So what is Overseas Alliance?”


    “She has no idea. It looks like a shell corporation out of Delaware. She’s going to run it down tomorrow. All this came up late this afternoon.”


    “Does this make any sense to you?” I asked popping some peanuts in my mouth.


    “Not at all. Unless this guy was like some undercover boss who was checking out placement services on skid row,” said Will not even believing it as he was saying it.


    “That makes no sense.”


    “This is getting curiouser and couriouser,” said Will.


    “Did they make you read Alice and Wonderland at Penn State?”


    “What’s that have to do with anything?” asked Will in all seriousness.


    “That’s where the quote is from?”


    “Really? I heard some talking head use it on Hannity the other night discussing IS. Regardless, look at what we have. Malik al-Azzawi is the cousin of a known terrorist, working here in Los Angeles for a company with an off shore bank account. And he is introduced to you by Omar al-Khalid,” said Will.


    “Who’s now dead of an overdose and no one believes he ever used.”


    “And Omar’s buddy, Reginald Derek Carpenter is killed in a hit-and-run and may be a board member on some bogus corporation.”


    “I think you’ve summed it up nicely, Special Agent Terashita,” I said mockingly like an officious bureaucrat.


    “How are you and the Princess getting along? Has she pulled the plug yet?”


    “She still hasn’t called, but I have a couple of more emails to add to my collection.”


    “Can you hold her off another day?” asked Will taking a sip of his Coke.


    I shrugged my shoulders and threw open my hands. “As long as I don’t answer my phone, what are you thinking?”


    “Stay off Her Highness’s radar for one more day. Let me see what I can do from my end.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


     


    I slept in and read until ten, something I guessed most of the guests of the Shantytown Ritz weren’t doing. There wasn’t much sense going to the clinics fearing I might do something that would alert the staff to the fact I wasn’t who I said I was. I’d slipped up with good grammar yesterday and now two people remarked about my teeth. It was enough to make me keep my mouth shut or at least limit the grinning. My million-dollar smile, as Maggie calls it, was now a detriment.


    My eye was clearing up since I stopped the wasabi eye drops two days earlier and the rest of my hypochondria ailments were on the uptick. I hung out in the late afternoon at one of the missions reading and watching TV. I engaged a few people I met about Omar and Reggie, but no one had a smoking gun. I was just waiting for Will to generate some good news.


    We worked well together. I spent most of my career undercover and those assignments took me throughout the United States. I’d worked with some good agents and some not-so-good. Will was beyond good. I hoped he could provide answers for the white-collar dilemma created with this latest information. For me to remain in my cover, the focus would have to change and I thought there was zero chance Supervisor Gavin Phillips would allow his operation to pursue two murders with a possible terrorism nexus.


    At five o’clock the call came. I looked at the caller ID. It was blocked which meant it was either Will or the Princess calling from an FBI secure phone. I let it ring three times before answering.


    “Yeah.”


    “Have you been to the offsite? I’ve sent you four emails in the past two days and sent two more today.”


    Nuts!


    “I was heading over there in about an hour or so. I want to make sure the alley is clear. What’s up?” I said casually as if our friendship stretched across decades.


    “You are to cease and desist all undercover operations,” she screeched in her glass-cutting voice.


    “Really?”


    “Yes. We have what we need. You need to pull out immediately.”


    “You mean right now?”


    “Immediately. My supervisor concurs and he ordered me to call you.”


    “Is all this set out in your email?”


    “Yes, in all six of my emails.”


    “Okay. How do you want me to extricate myself? I’ve paid through the end of the week. If I pull out now, it might raise suspicions,” I was grinning from ear-to-ear. I knew I just threw a wrench into the operation.


    “Let me get back to you on that.”


    “Okay. Do you want to meet me tonight at the garage and we can discuss it?”


    “No, I’ll call you with the decision.”


    “Thanks. Congratulations,” I said angelically.


    “For what?”


    “For getting all you needed for the investigation. You and Gavin must be thrilled. Unless I hear otherwise, I’ll spend the night down here since I’ve already paid, but just to be administratively safe could you please shoot me an email telling me to remain in place until you and your supervisor devise an exit strategy?” I had trouble containing my laughter.


    She ended the call without responding.


    I immediately called Will and we agreed to meet at seven at the garage.


     


    ***


     


    Will was waiting in his car as I approached the undercover offsite. We entered the hideout together and I punched in 3-2-4 to disarm the alarm.


    “You have no imagination,” said Will.


    “What?”


    “3-2-4.”


    “The tech guys set it up when they alarmed the place. I guess they figured I was too stupid to remember anything but F-B-I on the keypad.”


    “They may have a point,” said Will as he pulled two Cokes out of the refrigerator. “So you got the call.”


    “Yeah. I threw her for a loop, but at the most I have until the end of the week.”


    “I talked it over with my supervisor. Tania came up with more information, so I think we may try to pull an end run.”


    “How so?”


    “Without your permission, I opened a case on Malik and we have consensual monitoring authority for you to call him. We are pushing the paperwork through the bureaucracy and we’re going to open a separate undercover operation targeting Malik,” said Will.


    “You did all that today?”


    “What can I say? My reputation is such that people pay attention to my written ruminations.”


    “There you go again with those SAT words. I’m so impressed,” I said taking a sip then asked. “How do you want to handle it?”


    “Call up Malik and see if he’s made any progress on the job search. Tell him you’re interested in moving forward and want to know if there is anything you can do to increase your employment chances. Set up a meeting and we’ll put people on it. We’ll take him away. This is a full-court press,” said Will.


    “I don’t have a car so any meeting will have to be local,” I said. Concerned about getting burned, I asked, “Do you think your surveillance vehicles will stand out on the street? G-rides might be pretty obvious down here.”


    “Set it up at the bus station. And he’ll never see the vehicles. Our guys are good.”


    “The acoustics are horrible there. I won’t get much of a recording.”


    “Then come up with some place better. Take a bus somewhere if you have to. Set it up in Little Tokyo or at Union Station,” offered Will, knowing both were within walking distance or a short bus ride of Skid Row.


    “What about Phillips and the Princess?”


    “My SAC said she’ll work it out with their SAC,” said Will referring to the respective Special Agents in Charge of two of the investigative divisions in Los Angeles, white-collar and counter-terrorism.


    “Wow! You do work fast.”


    “You want to call Malik?”


    I nodded.


    “Use this cell phone,” said Will handing me an iPhone 6. Then he pointed to a third button near the volume control. “This activates a recording component within the device. Put a preamble on each call you make or if it’s incoming add the time, date, and players after the call. It will record up to 100 hours before we need to download.”


    “What, no Walmart throwaway?”


    “You’re running with the big boys now. Only the best for the Secret Squirrel Division of the FBI,” said Will.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


     


    We were trying to mend the pieces of our broken dreams and she answered on the first ring.


    “Hi,” I said.


    “Oh, hi. I was so hoping you’d call. I miss you.”


    “I miss you too. I don’t think it will be too much longer.”


    “We can’t make this work if you keep running off living the good life. I bet you’re staying in some posh Beverly Hills hotel and lounging at the pool with Hollywood starlets.”


    “Something like that,” I said not revealing the nature of the undercover operation, but wanting her, hoping we could heal the brokenness of our marriage.


    “I wish I were there with you,” she said in a voice that melted my soul.


    “No, you don’t. But maybe when this is all over we can come back out and I’ll show you how the other half lives.”


    “Do you promise?”


    “I promise.”


    “I love you, Josh.”


    “I love you, Maggie.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


     


    I waited until the next morning to call Malik. It made more sense to call during normal business hours than to bother him at night. Activating the recording mechanism, I punched in the numbers.


    “Career Placement Services, Limited. This is Maryam. How may I help you?” said a female voice with the hint of a Middle Eastern accent.


    “Hi, Maryam. This is Josh Bond. Is Malik in?”


    “Just one moment, Mr. Bond.” I couldn’t help but smile when she called me Mr. Bond. Bond, Joshua Bond! I hope it wasn’t too obvious.


    She put me on hold for several minutes and played elevator music until I wanted to slit my wrists. Finally, Malik came on the phone. “Josh, I’m so glad you called. I was planning on calling you today. I believe we have found a match.”


    “So soon?” I stumbled a bit in my response. “That’s great. I’m excited to get out of the gutter.”


    “We were able to find something in town. Our client is looking for a warehouse management facilitator. Your military training fits right in with his requirements. I was hoping you would be able to meet with him this morning.”


    “Wow!” I hesitated for a moment thinking of an appropriate response. “I’m not sure I have the proper clothing for a job interview. Something off the rack at the Salvation Army thrift store is about the extent of my collection.”


    “Don’t be silly. Don’t let the job description fool you. This isn’t a white-collar position. You’ll be working in the warehouse, supervising traffic for an import-export company. The business is only a few blocks from where you are living.”


    “Oh,” I said, probably sounding disappointed.


    “But don’t worry. You’ll be able to break out of the poverty cycle. It’s a salaried position with bonuses linked to performance. Meet with us today and the employer can explain all the details. If it doesn’t work, if the two of you aren’t satisfied, then I will continue to hunt for something more suitable. But I’m confident you will accept the offer. The owner of the business was in the Marines and likes to hire veterans. Give it a shot.”


    Malik provided an address near the bus depot and we agreed to meet in two hours. I wasn’t sure Will could muster up a surveillance team on such short notice and I immediately called his cell phone. The call went to voicemail and I left a lengthy message with one call—unlike my experience with the Princess.


    I washed up with cold water and did my best to look presentable. The eye was only minimally bloodshot and that could be explained away if the potential employer asked. My wardrobe wasn’t exactly GQ. I picked out my cleanest dirty shirt and an old pair of Dickies khaki work pants. The FBI had a strong investigative interest in Malik al-Azzawi and I needed to preserve our newly-formed business relationship. I’d turn on the charm for the job interview.


    Before heading out to the address, I tried to call Will one more time. The call went to voicemail a second time and I told him I’d call him after the meeting.


    As I made my way toward the warehouse, I was processing how to handle the job interview. Assuming it was a great offer and I met all the requirements, I couldn’t very well turn down the opportunity without raising a few flags. If I took the job, it would terminate my relationship with Malik which wouldn’t fit within the operational plans. I would improvise keeping in mind Malik was the goal, not full employment. Maybe I’d pull the Reggie Carpenter trick and get hit by a car. At least then I could postpone the interview.


    Malik told me to take the alley entrance to the warehouse. I’d spent a lot of time in this assignment walking down L.A.’s back alleys so it didn’t seem out of the ordinary when I approached a battered metal door emblazoned with the name of the company. I knocked twice then entered without waiting to be greeted.


    It took my eyes a few seconds to transition from the bright Southern California sun to the darkness of the room, its only light peering through a skylight in the ceiling. The area was about twice the size of my urban retreat, hardly big enough to require a “warehouse management facilitator” but maybe the business leased several other buildings in the neighborhood. Boxes on pallets were piled high, interspersed throughout the facility.


    “Malik.” There was no response.


    “Hey, Malik!” I shouted. “It’s Josh. Is anybody here?”


    I was beginning to think I’d entered the wrong business when I heard a door slam on the other side of the warehouse.


    “Josh, we are over here, by the office,” said Malik.


    I turned to see two men coming around the corner. Malik was in the company of a middle-aged man, dark features, with jet black hair, wearing a full beard. As they approached, the stranger moved to about eight feet from Malik’s right. This tactical separation wasn’t good and I knew at that moment the morning was not going to end well.


    “Mr. Bond, so glad you could join us.”


    “What’s going on, Malik? I thought I had a job interview.”


    “Yours is a different purpose for being here this morning,” he said with callous indifference.


    “Let me guess. I’m betting if this guy was a Marine it wasn’t in our Corps.” I looked at both men wishing they were a little closer together. I smiled at the stranger. “Semper Fi.”


    “But he is faithful,” said Malik obviously aware of the Marine Corps motto. “And he fought in Iraq.”


    “For which side?”


    Malik smiled, “On the side of righteousness. Like me, he is Allah’s warrior and has joined me in the West, like our brother Major Nidal Hassan, Omar Mateen, our brother and sister in San Bernardino, and others your country has yet to meet.”


    “Fort Hood, Orlando, and a public building. You guys like our gun-free zones, don’t you?”


    Malik offered an evil smile.


    It was all coming together. “And were Omar and Reggie Carpenter on the side of the righteous?”


    The smile grew bigger. “Omar got soft. He was being seduced by America’s weaknesses. They both were expendable for the cause.”


    I nodded. “I guess that makes me expendable.”


    “We all must contribute in our own way. Submit now and at least you will have the chance to spend eternity in Paradise. Repeat the Shahada. There is no god but Allah and Mohammad is his messenger.”


    “Do I get the seventy-two virgins?” I said with false enthusiasm.


    Malik’s butt boy reached into his waistband and drew a weapon buried in the front of his pants.


    “Do not blaspheme, kafir!” screamed Malik.


    “Have you guys ever been to Fallujah? I spent a lifetime there a few years ago.”


    My confidence in the face of death was threatening. These weren’t martyrs. They weren’t willing to sacrifice their lives for the cause. They found others, usually the sick and infirmed, to carry the banner of jihad. It was so much easier to strap on the suicide vest when someone else was wearing it.


    The alley door opened and sunlight raced in. My survival had been reduced to seconds. Malik and his henchman turned, giving me just enough time to initiate the assault.


    Stepping to my left, in an odd fluidity of motion, dodging several wooden pallets, I sought partial concealment behind a stack of cardboard boxes. I pulled the baby Glock from the small of my back. Fairness played no part in my violent response. I wasn’t seeking their surrender and provided no opportunity. I fired.


    My first shot hit Malik’s associate and I continued firing putting three more rounds into the downed terrorist. I was less than twenty feet from this initial target, the armed man who represented my most immediate threat. The hollow-point 147 grain ammunition completed its mission. All four rounds ravaged his body, expanding on impact. He’d be missing the Zuhr, noon prayers.


    But Malik escaped in the mayhem.


    “Josh, it’s Will,” came a shout from the open alley door.


    “I’ve got one tango down. Malik is headed toward the front,” I shouted grabbing the weapon of the deceased jihadi, kicking at him to assure he was neutralized.


    Will and I rushed toward the front of the warehouse, entering the office area. I could see Malik running down the sidewalk, looking back over his shoulder. As we were about to exit the front door, we heard a loud thump, then screams. By the time we arrived down the block, a crowd had gathered. Malik was dead, his skull split open, his brains and blood exposed on the asphalt; a Greyhound bus the crusader’s weapon.


    Will and I parted the gawkers to get to the downed Islamist.


    The driver was frantic over the fatality. “He ran right in front of me. He didn’t even look. It was as if someone was chasing him. I didn’t have time to stop. Please, believe me. This has never happened before. It wasn’t my fault.”


    I looked at the older Latina driver, tears streaming down her face. “It’s, okay. We saw it all.” Then whispering, I said, “He was expendable.”

  


  
    EPILOGUE


     


    The police swarmed the scene, containing the curious and asking questions of the crowd who witnessed the fatality.


    As Will and I headed back to Malik’s warehouse prepared to answer to an agent-involved shooting team, I asked, “How’d you know to come in the warehouse?”


    “You can thank Tania. She worked miracles on her computer. Turns out you were next. She was able to determine the cell had an insurance agent on the team. He was writing key-man policies and backdating the paperwork and employment histories in the ghost corporations. You, my friend, were the CEO of Global Investments Initiative, LLC and had been so employed for the past four years. You were worth a cool two million to the cause. I’m not sure how you were to meet your end…”


    “But it was happening today,” I said interrupting Will.


    Will nodded. “It looks like Omar was part of the program and had roped in at least five other victims into the key-man scheme. It made millions for the insurgency.”


    “I was one more pawn, cannon fodder for the Great Battle. I never saw the clues. I lost perspective focusing on the fraud and missing the bigger picture. I’m a professional liar and should have spotted an equally capable opponent.”


    “And here I thought you had finally made a friend,” said Will with a smirk.


    I wasn’t going to bathe in self-pity. We still won. I’d have to step up my game the next time. “Do you think I’m worth two million?”


    “The Islamic State did. Isn’t that enough? But I’m guessing the Bureau has you insured for couch change,” said Will with an ear-to-ear smile.


    “Thanks for having my six.”


    “Always,” said Will.

  


  
     


    If you enjoyed Expendable for the Cause, I hope you’ll tell others. I know you will also enjoy reading the first in the Josh Stuart missions, Detour to Justice. Please consider writing a customer review. Even a few lines will help other readers in making a decision. Stop by my website at bobhamer.net. Thanks and Semper Fidelis, always faithful.
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