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FIRST LADY DOWN

 

By Daniel A. Adams

 

 

 Chapter One – One Shot

 

 

     As Robert Raymond, the President of the United States, looked out over the large crowd, the assassin positioned the cross hairs of the heavy sniper rifle directly between his eyes.  Through the high resolution, twenty-four power, Unertl scope, the sniper could see the tiny beads of perspiration, dotting the President's wrinkled brow.  The familiar face, so deeply earnest and comforting, looked ten years older under the harsh scrutiny of the scope.  

 

     From the crow's-feet at the corners of his eyes, to the sagging skin under his chin, the President showed every one of his sixty-four years.  His gray hair, so elegant when he'd started in the White House, was now streaked with white.  His lean, six-foot frame was slightly stooped, a reminder of his time in Viet Nam, where he had been shot in the back, as he had fought to secure a landing zone.  Ordinarily, it did not bother him, but he was tired.  

 

     A steady stream of controversies and crises had rocked the White House, each one sapping his strength and resolve.  He needed a vacation, but instead, he had decided to tour the country, holding rallies to bolster his sagging popularity.  Talking about issues close to the average American's heart had raised his standing ten points in the polls.  The Washington rally was supposed to be the grand finale of his road trip.  If all went well, he stood to gain another five points, which would give him the numbers to punch through some critical programs.  His topic for the day was crime.  It was a subject near and dear to most Americans.

 

     The sniper was worried.  From the tip of the 7mm Magnum, Weatherby rifle, to the President's head, was just a little over eight hundred yards, a long way for a bullet to travel with any degree of accuracy.  Of all the factors that affected the flight of the bullet, wind was the most crucial.  Even as he watched, the pendants on top of the light poles stirred, as gusts of wind buffeted them from different directions.  Automatically, his brain calculated the net affect of the wind.  He would have to hold the cross hairs about three-inches to the right of the President's head to correct for the wind, but even with luck and all of his skill, it was going to be an extremely difficult shot--and he was only going to get one.

 

     The sniper's name was Ivan Graham, and he was a lanky man with an ordinary face that never attracted attention.  He liked that, because, after a job, it was easy for him to fade into a crowd.  His mousy, brown hair was cut short, more for convenience sake than for any fashion consideration.  It was his eyes that people remembered, if they remembered him at all.  They were a dark color, not brown, and not black; two black holes that somehow seemed to absorb everything they saw without giving back so much as a reflection.  Rarely did they show any emotion: only when he was extremely angry did his eyes reveal the true extent of his feelings.

 

     Behind him, he heard his unwanted companion moving around.  Without disturbing the heavy rifle, he turned his head.  Guy Fahad, his accomplice and baby sitter, was pacing back and forth across the empty office.  Fahad was a slender, dark-skinned man with short black hair and dusky, brooding eyes.  He was wearing white baggy pants and a white, tunic-like shirt that hung down past his hips.  Graham wasn't sure of Fahad's heritage, but he knew he was from Iran or Iraq; not that Graham cared, he didn't, he was not a racist: he hated people as individuals, not as members of any particular group.  At the moment, he was developing a hatred for Fahad who was getting on his nerves.  Every since their arrival in the vacant office on the Fifteenth Floor of the Ramsey Building, Fahad had done everything possible to earn Graham's ire.  He had done an admirable job.  Graham's normally unexpressive eyes were smoldering.

 

     "Stand still."

 

     Fahad eyed him with resentment.

     "Why does it matter?"

     "Because you're shaking the floor.  Every time you take a step, my sight picture changes."

 

     Fahad moved across the coffee-stained, beige carpet to one of the windows.  Lifting a pair of binoculars to his eyes, he scanned the mall.  Graham hunkered back down behind the scope.  Inwardly, he was seething at the arrogance of the younger man.  From the start, Graham had opposed his inclusion in the operation, but they had insisted.  Only the million-dollar price tag on the hit had kept Graham in the game.   He could see no reason for Fahad to be in the office.  The door was locked.  No one but Graham had a key.  And even if someone accidentally barged in on Graham, he was prepared to deal with the situation.  Graham could think of only one reason why Fahad was there, and whenever he thought about it, the hairs on his neck stood tall.  Only time would tell if Graham's intuition was right, however, Graham was prepared for the worst.  

 

     The night before, Graham had cut a one-foot square section out of both the interior and exterior walls.  The debris from this procedure had been thrown into one corner of the room.  The rifle was aimed out through the hole in the wall.  Graham had spent hours sandbagging the rifle into position.  It was solid as he could make it.  He had customized the rifle himself.  From the high-tech suppressor at the end of the barrel, to the recoil-absorbing flask of mercury buried in the stock, the rifle was a deadly piece of work.  The Unertl scope rested on top of a Ringer, trigger-actuated laser.  As soon as he exerted any pressure on the trigger, the laser came on.  It put a red dot wherever the bullet was going to strike.  All Graham had to do was find the red dot and squeeze the trigger.  

 

     He had smoothed the trigger mechanism until the action was like glass.  It wasn't a hair-trigger but it was very close.  He had decided on a bull-barrel for the rifle, in spite of the extra seven pounds it added to the overall weight of the weapon.  What he lost in mobility, he had gained in stability.  Inside the single-action rifle was one bullet--a very special bullet.  Not only had he designed it, he had hand-made it and one hundred others that he had used to sight in the rifle.  Each casing was filled with the maximum amount of powder it could handle without exploding.  In front of the powder was a Spitzer, 150-grain bullet that was guaranteed to do maximum damage to his target.

 

     He remembered another job, one that had not gone well, and one that had nearly cost him his life.  It happened in Panama.  He had been hired to hit a colonel in the Panamanian Army who was suspected of planning a coup against President Manual Noreiga.  Graham's contact was an American Army captain named Rice.  After arriving in Panama, Graham was taken to a little villa on the edge of Panama City.  Captain Rice had told him that the Colonel would pass the villa the next day on his way to a nearby jungle camp.  Graham was to shoot the Colonel, and then leave the country on an American military transport.  Graham had found an excellent field of fire on the third floor of the villa.  From there, he could cover a half-mile section of the road.  He had carefully measured the exact distance from the window to three benchmarks on the road.  Once he had adjusted his scope for the three marks, he could take out anyone who used the road.  

 

     After finishing his preparations, he had gone to bed.  Sometime after midnight, a man's scream had awakened him.  Lying in the dark, he had listened for several seconds before the scream was repeated.  Going to a window, he had used the powerful scope on his rifle to scan the surrounding neighborhood for the source of the screams.  He quickly found it.  As it turned out, his villa was near a house owned by the secret police.  From his vantage point on the third floor, Graham could see into the house through a rear window.  Captain Rice and a scar-faced Panamanian officer were torturing a suspected rebel.  The naked man was hanging from rings in the ceiling.  Blood coursed down his torso from numerous cuts on his chest and arms.  Captain Rice was using a knife to cut circles under the man's arms.  The prisoner's face was a blue print of agony.  

 

     For five minutes Graham watched as Captain Rice and the officer took turns cutting the unfortunate rebel.  Much as it disgusted Graham, there was nothing he could do about it.  From the actions of Captain Rice and the officer, Graham could tell that the prisoner wasn't cooperating.  Captain Rice backhanded him across the face, and then disappeared from Graham's view.  The officer continued to beat the prisoner.  When Captain Rice reappeared, he wasn't alone.  He had a young girl of nine or ten pinned under his arm.  As soon as he saw the girl, the prisoner went berserk.  He kicked at Captain Rice who caught his foot and clubbed him on the head.  The prisoner sagged on the chains.  Holding the little girl in front of the prisoner, Captain Rice tore off her ragged clothing.  Graham knew what was coming next.  He made a decision.  His finger closed on the trigger.  A red dot appeared on Captain Rice's back.  Graham waited.  Captain Rice still had time to redeem himself.  But he did not.  Clamping the girl's arms behind her back, Captain Rice began to fondle her.  Graham took up the slack in the trigger.  He waited until the girl struggled away from Captain Rice.  

 

     The moment that she was clear, Graham squeezed the trigger.  One hundred and twenty yards away, the bullet punched through a window, tore a jagged hole in Captain Rice's guts, and disintegrated against a wall.  Captain Rice's body was thrown face-first onto the floor.  The officer looked first at Captain Rice's body, then at the hole in the window.  Before he could react, Graham fired again.  The bullet tore off half of the head.  Flopping crazily, the officer's body cart wheeled across the floor, careened into a wall, and then was still.  Graham couldn't hear it, but he knew the little girl was screaming.  She ran to her dad, holding on to his blood-splattered legs.  A soldier ran into the room.  As he raised his rifle to shoot the prisoner, Graham shot the soldier through the heart.  He dropped dead in his tracks.  The prisoner was frantic.   He jerked with all his strength against the chains on his arms.  Graham leaned into the rifle.  His breathing steadied.  The rifle kicked against his shoulder.  The chain on the prisoner's right arm shattered.  His right arm was freed.  

 

     Realizing that Graham was trying to help him, the prisoner turned his head away from his left side and held his arm perfectly still.  Graham's next bullet severed the chain on his left arm.  The prisoner was freed.  Looking out the window, he raised his fist in a signal of victory, then grabbed his daughter and ran.  Three sentries darted around the corner of the house.  They fired at Graham's window.  The glass shattered, showering down on the street below.  Bullets zipped past Graham like lethal bees.  He ducked.  Pieces of wood and glass flew in all directions.  Graham moved to another window.  The soldiers advanced toward his position.  Graham raised his rifle.  He found one of the soldiers in the scope and fired.  The soldier died.  The other two soldiers dove for cover.  Graham moved back to the first window.  

 

     One of the soldiers hid behind a car.  Graham positioned the red dot on one of the car doors.  He squeezed the trigger, sending a bullet completely through the car.  It struck the soldier in chest.  He collapsed on his face.  Graham ran out of the villa.  To stay was suicide.  He had to get to the American base.  On the street, he scanned the nearby buildings for the remaining soldier.  Nothing.  He warily approached Captain Rice's jeep.  Everything seemed safe.  No one else was around.  As he climbed into the jeep, he heard a noise behind him.  He turned his head.  The last soldier was standing near an alley with his rifle pointed at Graham's head.  But before the soldier could pull the trigger, Graham heard a blow strike home.  The soldier sagged to the pavement.  The prisoner stepped out of the shadows behind the soldier and grinned at Graham.  Graham waved to him, and then started the jeep.  An hour later Graham boarded an Air Force jet bound for Mexico.  Minutes later the jet took off and quickly gained altitude, and it was only then that Graham finally breathed a sigh of relief.

 

     "Five minutes," Fahad announced quietly.

 

     Graham did not acknowledge him.  He was concentrating on his sight picture.  Through the scope, he saw the President move slightly to one side of the podium.  Behind him, the First Lady stared tiredly at the crowd.  Her almost-sincere smile was plastered on her face like a bad make-up job.  Graham let the scope play across her face.  He lightly touched the trigger.  A tiny red dot appeared on her right cheek.  Graham studied her face.  In the newspaper photos he had seen, she had looked younger than her husband.  But under the magnification of the scope, he saw the lines and creases of years of hard living.  She wore her brown hair in a pageboy style that made her look younger.  He noticed that the brown hair gave way to black hair near the roots.  At one time, he supposed, she had been pretty, but her beauty had faded with the years.  She was wearing a dark-blue dress that covered her legs to a point about six-inches below her knees.  Her no-nonsense, flat, black shoes spoke volumes about her fashion sense, as well as her basic approach to life.  From what Graham had heard, she was a plainspoken, tough-talking woman who spoke her mind without regard to political or personal ramifications.

     

     It was Washington, D.C., it was June and it was rapidly approaching noon.  He guessed that the huge crowd clustered at the far end of the Mall numbered at least one hundred thousand.  He could see the Secret Service agents arranged in a half-circle in front of the platform.  They were watching the people directly in front of the podium.  Several protestors were waving placards, denouncing the President for his stand on abortion.  He could see that the agents were on edge.  One of them spoke into a hand-held radio, and half-dozen agents appeared from behind the stage.  They moved into position in front of the protestors.  

 

     Besides the President and First Lady, there were two-dozen-odd dignitaries and staffers, sitting in two rows of folding chairs behind the podium.  A canopy covered them and the stage.  It did not extend over the podium.  Curtains surrounded the stage on three sides, leaving the front open to the audience.  The President was standing in the direct sun with sweat dripping steadily down his brow.  Taking out a handkerchief, he mopped his face free of sweat.

 

     "One minute."  Fahad continued the countdown.  He was focused on his wristwatch.  Graham took a deep breath.  Letting it slowly out, he examined his sight picture.  Everything looked good.  The President's head was dead center in the scope.

     "Can you do it?"

     Fahad's question irritated Graham.  The idiot was a rank amateur.  Anyone with any experience at all knew better than to speak to a rifleman less than a minute before a hit.

     "Shut up!"  His savage whisper silenced Fahad, but it also changed his sight picture.  The cross hairs had moved to the President's left ear.  Graham was pissed.  Getting control of his breathing, he gently eased the cross hairs back into position.  

     "Thirty seconds."

     Graham was under control.  Taking several more deep breaths, he positioned his finger on the trigger.  Squinting through the scope, he watched the cross hairs rise and fall with his breathing.  It was steady as a metronome.

     "Ten seconds".

     Graham put a slight bit of pressure on the trigger.  The red dot appeared between the President's eyes.  Moving the dot three inches to the right, he adjusted for the wind factor.  He was ready.

     "Five...four...three...two...one."

     On the stage, the President reached for his handkerchief.  His right hand collided with his stack of note cards, sending them in a shower to the floor.    Graham pulled the trigger.  The rifle slammed back into his shoulder.  The President bent down to pick up the note cards.

 

     Behind the President, the First Lady's head exploded in a volcano of blood.  Her seated body flew backwards into the people seated behind her.  Senator John Kemper, seated next to the First Lady, stared down in horror at a bloody hole in his arm.  White House staffer Debbie Evers slumped to the floor, a ragged hole punched in her chest.  A woman's scream knifed through the President's voice, stopping him in mid-sentence.  Other women screamed.  The President turned, and seeing the First Lady down on the floor, rushed toward her.  

     Running at full speed, a Secret Service agent slammed into the President, picking him up and carrying him over the front edge of the platform.  Reacting quickly, other Secret Service agents surrounded the President.  Charging around the stage, the agents manhandled the President into a waiting Presidential limousine.  Other agents, weapons in hand, charged onto the stage, as the Presidential limousine careened across the lawn toward the nearest street.  Engines roaring, other Secret Service vehicles, police cars and police motorcycle units chased after the limousine.  

 

     In front of the stage, the Secret Service agents saw the First Lady go down and the President rushed to the limousine.  Not knowing where the bullet had come from, the agents made the assumption that it had come from close range, and therefore, must have been fired by someone directly in front of the stage.  Weapons drawn, a cadre of agents pushed into the crowd.  Shoving people aside, the agents searched for the shooter.  Angered at being shoved by an agent, a heavily muscled demonstrator slugged an agent in the face.  The agent went down with blood spurting from his nose.  Two nearby agents attacked the demonstrator.  Swinging wildly, the agents tried to subdue him.  It was like trying to catch a tiger with a butterfly net.  

 

     Throwing punches with his rock-hard fists, the demonstrator battered the agents.  They retreated out of the crowd.  Six more agents ran to join them.  Closing ranks, the agents formed a wedge.  They rammed through the ranks of onlookers like a blitzing tank.  The demonstrator saw them coming.  He didn't try to run.  He planted his feet, drew back his fist, and knocked out the first agent to reach him.  It was his only victory.  The remaining agents closed on him, and in a flailing mass of arms and legs, knocked him to the ground.  In seconds he was handcuffed, and lead bleeding out of the crowd.

     The moment Graham fired, he leaped to his feet.  Fahad had his binoculars trained on the stage.  

     "You missed him.  You hit his woman," Fahad said scornfully.

 

     Graham ignored him.  Both men were wearing coveralls emblazoned with the logo of the East Coast Moving and Storage Company.  Graham reached in his front pocket and pulled out an envelope.  He tore off one end of it.  Standing over the rifle, he emptied the invisible contents of the envelope on the sand bags around the rifle.  He wadded up the empty envelope.  After stuffing it in his pocket, he picked up the rifle.  He crossed the room to where a small mattress box was leaning against the wall.  He opened one end of the box.  Holding the rifle by the stock, he guided it into the box.  Once it was settled in a bed of Styrofoam, he taped shut the end of the box.  He pulled a pair of work gloves out of his pocket.  Fahad followed his lead.

 

     "Grab the other end," he ordered.

 

     Picking up the box, which was not heavy, they moved to the door.  Holding it up with one hand, Graham warily opened the door.  Glancing out into the hallway, he saw it was empty, and then nodded his head, and they carried the box out of the office.  Using his free hand, Fahad closed the door, checked the knob, then nodded the door was locked.  With the box between them, they walked quickly to the elevators.  No one saw them, and when the elevator car arrived, no one was in it.  After boarding the elevator, Graham pressed the button for Garage Level One.

 

     On the stage, several Secret Service agents were attending to the wounded.  One agent threw his coat over the First Lady's headless torso.  She was beyond help.  Senator Kemper wandered around the stage, holding his bloody arm in front of him.  An ambulance arrived at the stage.  Two paramedics jumped out and ran onto the stage.  A Secret Service agent bending over Debbie Evers called to them.  Blood was pouring out of her chest in a steady stream.  The paramedics squatted down beside her.  One of them applied pressure to the wound.  Most of the dignitaries and staffers were huddled in little groups around the stage.  A Secret Service agent led Senator Kemper to a chair and had him sit down.  The Senator was in shock.  The agent wrapped his tie around Kemper's wound to stem the flow of blood.  In the distance, the sound of many sirens converging on the Mall announced the arrival of reinforcements that were sorely needed.  The crowd was breaking up, but there were still thousands of people congregated in the vicinity of the stage.  Several police cars rolled to a stop near the stage, and a dozen officers piled out of the cars, and scattered around the stage.

 

     The elevator carrying Graham and Fahad stopped at Garage Level One.  Carrying the mattress box, they walked to the far side of the parking garage, and stopped near the trunk of a dark blue Mercedes Benz.  Graham scanned the garage to see if anyone was watching them.  There was not another person in sight.  Taking a lock jimmy out of his pocket, Graham picked the Mercedes trunk lock.  After opening the deck lid, Graham used his pocketknife to open the end of the mattress box.  Reaching inside, he pulled out the rifle.  He leaned into the trunk, placing the rifle in the back of the compartment.  He straightened.  Anyone casually looking in the trunk would not see the rifle.  He slammed the deck lid.  He picked up the mattress box.  With Fahad on his heels, he dropped the box in a dumpster on the far side of the garage.  They walked side by side down a ramp to Garage Level Two.

 

     Above them, in the lobby of the Ramsey Building, a short, fat, fortyish man named Mark Adair waited impatiently for his noon appointment to arrive.  Pacing across the marble floor, he looked out the front revolving door.  He was really upset: he had a dozen other things he could be doing.  Disgusted, he turned away from the entrance.  They had called him late the previous evening.  A voice he had not recognized had used his old code name as a signal.  Adair had given the sign and the caller had answered with the correct countersign.  Adair's instructions had followed.  The caller had said 12:00 sharp.  

 

     Graham and Fahad crossed the parking garage to their van, which was parked in a dark corner.  There were only a few cars on Garage Level Two.  Both men scanned the vehicles for occupants, but fortunately, the vehicles were empty.  They had the entire level to themselves.  Walking side by side, they approached the white van.  It was a rental vehicle that had been stolen several days earlier.  The license plates had been swapped for a clean pair.  Once on the street, the van would not draw any more attention than the thousands of other white vans that cruised the city.  Ten steps from the van, they split up.  Fahad headed for the driver's side door, while Graham went around to the passenger side door.  Graham began stripping off his coveralls before he reached the door.  Underneath he was wearing a blue tee shirt and jeans.  A holster rode on his right hip.  In it was a Glock, Model 17, 9mm pistol.  Hopping on one leg, he yanked the coveralls off the other leg.  As he started to do the other leg, he glanced in the rear view mirror.  Fahad was standing beside the rear bumper with a silenced pistol aimed at Graham.

 

     "They paid me to kill you, but I would have done it for free."

 

 

 Chapter Two – Who Done It?

 

 

     Faster than the human eye could follow, Graham's right hand streaked up to his holster, drew his Glock and fired two shots into Fahad's chest.  Caught completely by surprise, Fahad could only look down in wonder at the two streams of blood, spurting out of his chest.  As the echoes of the twin explosions faded in the air, Fahad's right arm dropped to his side, and his pistol clattered to the concrete floor.  His eyes focused on Graham, and even though his mouth opened and closed, no words came out.  With a puzzled look on his face, Fahad toppled backwards to the pavement, his head hitting the concrete with a resounding thud.  His body stiffened, and then relaxed.  He was dead.  Graham shook his head.  His intuition had been right on the money.  

 

     While keeping an eye out for anyone entering the garage, he quickly shed the coveralls, and then knelt by Fahad's body.  He picked up the silenced pistol.  After examining it, he stuffed it under his belt and turned over Fahad.  He took his wallet out of his back pocket.  It was stuffed with hundreds.  Blood money.  Graham transferred the money to his own pocket, and then tossed the wallet up on a concrete beam.  He figured the cops would not be smart enough to find it.  He searched Fahad's pockets until he found the van keys.  He stood up.  His mind was racing.  He had to make some decisions and make them fast.  There was no doubt that he had been set up.  They had never intended to pay him the million dollars, and as soon as they found out he was alive, they would send others like Fahad after him.  They could not afford to have him alive.  

 

     He walked to the driver's side door.  He unlocked it.  For a brief instant, he hesitated to open it.  The possibility of a bomb nagged at his mind.  He shrugged, and then opened the door.  Only a real pro would have thought to have a back-up plan, and the people Graham was dealing with were amateurs.  He started the van.  He backed out of the parking place.  Giving Fahad's body one last glance, he drove to the exit.  He stopped the van short of the street.  Three police cars streaked by the garage, heading for the Mall.  As soon as they were past, the van pulled out onto the street.  Gathering speed, it melted into the stream of vehicles that prowled the streets of Washington.

 

     Miles away from Washington, in the sleepy, quiet city of Dahlgren, Virginia, was located one of the most sophisticated, state of the art, weapons research facilities in the World.  The U.S. Naval Weapons Laboratory was a sprawling, heavily guarded maze of buildings and bunkers that contained some of the most advanced weapons known to man.  Built on the west bank of the Potomac River, the Laboratory had direct access to Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean.  A wide variety of naval vessels were docked at two wide piers that stretched out into the river.   The entire complex was surrounded by a twelve-foot, high-voltage, electric fence that was patrolled constantly by machine-gun carrying guards.  Three-story watchtowers stood overlooking every inch of the complex.  Guards armed with heavy weapons, including LAWS rockets and M-60 machine guns walked the towers in a constant state of readiness.  Guards teamed with ferocious German Shepherds walked random beats across the grounds.  

 

     Everyone in the facility was required to wear two identification badges at all times.  One badge was picture identification with a bar code that activated certain doors.  The other badge was a transponder that radioed the exact location of the badge to a central monitoring station.  Everyone, including all employees and visitors, had to check in through the front gate.  Teams of guards checked identification cards, searched parcels, frisked visitors and authenticated every pass.  Vehicles had to pass through a double set of gates to enter or leave the grounds.  One gate wouldn't open until the other one closed.  Adjacent to each gate was a guardhouse.  Cameras on top of them watched over the gate area.  Inside the guardhouses, a dozen guards monitored banks of television screens.  In actuality, security at the Laboratory was heavier than at Fort Knox.

 

     A U.S. Army, deuce-and-a-half truck stopped at the front gate.  Sergeant Lantz was behind the wheel.  Corporal Wicks was his passenger.  Both men were dressed in standard fatigues.  Sergeant Lantz was old Army.  Everything about him said military; from the top of his flattop haircut to the soles of his spit-polished boots.  A nose the size of a small city marred his otherwise handsome face.  It was his most distinguishing feature and one that had earned him the nickname Beak, but not to his face.  Sergeant Lantz was a drinker and a brawler and he was equally proficient at both.  Corporal Wicks, on the other hand, was a quiet man who rarely spoke.  He was tall, thin and walked with a limp.  His passion was weapons.  He could dismantle an M-16 and put it back together blindfolded.  Most of the time he had a shooting magazine in his back pocket.  

 

     A guard approached the deuce.  Both Sergeant Lantz and Corporal Wicks stepped out of the truck.  Corporal Wicks walked around the truck to join Sergeant Lantz.  The guard saluted Sergeant Lantz.

     "Morning, sir.  May I see your paperwork?"

     Sergeant Lantz handed him a clipboard.  The guard read a document attached to it.

     "We're supposed to pick up some stuff from Building 102".

     The guard handed the clipboard back to Sergeant Lantz, and then raised a walkie-talkie to his mouth.

     "I need a confirmation on Sergeant Lantz and Corporal Wicks."

     Corporal Wicks took a folded gun magazine out of his pocket. Opening it, he began to read.

     The radio squawked.  "Identities confirmed.  Access approved."

 

     The guard handed them both a temporary identification card, saluted Sergeant Lantz, and then walked over to one of the guardhouses.  Reaching inside, he pressed a button.  The first gate began to roll open.  Sergeant Lantz and Corporal Wicks hopped back in the truck.  Putting it in gear, Sergeant Lantz eased the heavy truck through the first gate.  As soon as it closed behind the truck, the second gate began to open.  When the opening was wide enough for the truck, Sergeant Lantz drove the truck onto the Laboratory grounds.  

     Following signs posted by the road, Sergeant Lantz found his way to Building 102.  It was a large warehouse with six loading docks.  Sergeant Lantz backed the truck up against the loading dock in front of the only open freight door.  Two warehouse clerks were lounging inside the freight door.  One was short and stocky; the other was tall and skinny.  The short one was Corporal Jenner.  His companion was Corporal Radant.  They moved out to meet Sergeant Lantz and Corporal Wicks as they left the truck and jumped up on the loading dock.  Corporal Jenner greeted them.

     "What's up, guys?"

     "Not my dick, that's for sure," Sergeant Lantz replied.  Everyone snickered.  "We have an order to fill."  He handed Corporal Jenner the clipboard.

     "Shit, man, what are you gonna do, start a war?"  Corporal Jenner showed the clipboard to Corporal Radant.

     "Yeah, we're gonna invade Cuba."

     Both of the clerks laughed.

     "I don't know if we have some of this stuff," Corporal Jenner continued, "but we'll see.  It's gonna take about twenty minutes."

     "Fine."

     Jenner and Radant disappeared into the warehouse.  A forklift belched into life.  It roared away into the guts of the building.  Sergeant Lantz glanced nervously around.  No one else was in sight.  He looked at Corporal Wicks.

     "They bought the paperwork."

     "I told you it was good."

     A forklift appeared in the doorway.  Corporal Jenner was at the wheel.  It was carrying a large wood box.  The words "STINGER MISSILE" were stenciled on the side.  Rolling over to the truck, the forklift gently lowered the box into the bed of the truck.  Whirling in a tight circle, the forklift returned to the warehouse.  Sergeant Lantz and Corporal Wicks climbed onto the truck bed, and wrestled the box to one side.  They used ropes to lash the box against the wood slats of the sidewall.

 

     It took slightly over thirty minutes to load the truck.  When the job was done, there were eight large boxes distributed evenly in the truck bed.  Corporal Jenner and Corporal Radant helped Sergeant Lantz and Corporal Wicks tie down the last box.  

     "That ought to do it," Corporal Jenner said.

     "Hey, we appreciate the help," Sergeant Lantz told him.

 

     The two clerks headed back for the warehouse.  Sergeant Lantz quickly jumped into the cab.  Corporal Wicks was only a second behind him.  Sergeant Lantz started the truck, its big diesel rumbled under the hood.  As Sergeant Lantz started to ease away from the dock, three unmarked sedans slid to a stop in front of the truck.  Each sedan had a portable red light, blazing on its roof.  Two jeep loads of Military Policemen took up positions on each side of the sedans.  The middle sedan was directly in front of the truck.  A tall, lean, dark-haired man named Troy Barclay leaped out of the car.  He was a handsome man with the sturdy build of a long-time weight lifter.  He was wearing a blue sports jacket over slacks and loafers.  Leaning over the top of his unmarked, white car, he pointed his Beretta, Model 92F, 9mm pistol at the truck.

     "ATF!  You're under arrest!  Turn off the engine and get out of the truck," he bellowed.  Other ATF agents and Military Policemen leapt out of their vehicles.  Weapons pointed at the truck, they took up positions around it.

     Sergeant Lantz didn't hesitate.  He let out the clutch.  The deuce leaped forward, plowing over Troy's car.  Troy lunged out of the way, barely avoiding being crushed by the front wheel.  Rolling to his feet, he watched as the truck shoved his battered car out of the way.  Several ATF agents opened fire, their bullets slamming into the thick-skinned truck.  

     "Don't fire," Troy screamed, "there are Stingers in the back."

 

     The shooting stopped.  The deuce thundered away, smoke pouring out of its twin exhaust pipes.  Troy looked around.  He saw a golf cart parked near the loading dock.  Running over to it, he saw that the key was in the ignition.  Leaping into the golf cart, he slammed the shift lever into drive.  The golf cart shot after the deuce.  The other police and ATF vehicles took off after the truck.  Troy cut across a wide expanse of lawn.  The cart was really moving.  He watched the truck speed along an interior road that led directly to the main gate.  The chase vehicles were strung out behind it.  Troy saw that he was only going to get one shot at catching the truck.  And it was not going to be an easy one.  Between him and the road were a steep-sided berm and a four-foot hedge.  The berm came first.  The cart hit it at around forty miles an hour.  The impact launched the cart into the air.  It tilted toward the left, and for a brief instant Troy thought it was going to roll over.  But his luck held.  The cart hit the ground, bounced high in the air, and then landed with a crash, but it kept rolling.  Troy barely held on to the steering wheel.  

 

     The cart quickly gained speed.  Aiming for the lowest point in the hedge, Troy braced himself for the impact.  The cart slammed into the bushes.  Troy was thrown against the steering wheel.  Fighting to control the cart, he held onto the steering wheel with all of his strength.  The cart lurched to one side, caught a tire on a branch, and then righted itself.  Trailing dirt, debris and branches, it charged out onto the road at an angle that would take it under the truck.  Troy had a split second to react.  Jerking the wheel hard to the right, he aimed the flying cart at the truck's rear bumper.  Just before the cart crashed into the deuce, Troy leaped onto the bed of the truck.  He didn't notice that his Beretta flew out of his holster.  It dropped onto the pavement.  

 

     Troy hit on his hands and knees, but the force of the landing sent him rolling head over heels into one of the crates.  The cart smashed into the undercarriage of the truck.  It caught there, and was dragged fifty feet before it tore loose.  Tumbling end over end, it slammed into the lead chase car.  Swerving to one side, the lead car careened off the road.  Ahead of the truck, the guards at the front gate prepared to fire.  The truck never slowed.  Sergeant Lantz and Corporal Wicks ducked below the dash.  The guards fired.  Bullets raked the cab.  The front windshield shattered.  

 

     The speeding truck rammed through the double gates like they were cardboard.  Guards scattered out of the way like frightened quail.  The truck barreled onto the main road and picked up speed.  It sideswiped a passenger car, sending it wobbling into the ditch.  The pursuing police and ATF cars spread out behind the truck.  The fastest car quickly closed on the truck.  Troy struggled to his feet.  Looking back, he saw the cars behind the truck.  He reached for his pistol.  It was gone.  The truck was picking up speed.  The first police vehicle caught up with the truck.  It pulled along side the lumbering behemoth.  With a quick twist of his wrists, Sergeant Lantz smacked the car a glancing blow with the truck's sturdy body.  The car was thrown into the median.  It hit a bump, slid sideways, and then rolled three times before coming to rest on its roof.  

 

     It was all Troy could do to hold on.  The violent course changes threw him from one side of the truck bed to the other.  Seeing that standing up was useless, he sat down on one of the smaller boxes.  He read block letters on the box.  DANGER  C-4  HIGH EXPLOSIVE.  Taking out his pocketknife, he pried up one corner of the box.  Inside were rectangular blocks of what looked like yellow clay.  Each block was in its own compartment.  Troy looked at the cab.  He saw the truck was one of the new amphibious types that could practically be driven underwater.  There was an exhaust pipe on each side of the cab.  There was also an intake pipe on the passenger side of the cab through which the thundering engine sucked all of its air. 

 

     Troy took three of the C-4 blocks out of the box.  He worked them into a giant ball about the size of a grapefruit.  Standing, Troy staggered to the back of the cab.  He held the C-4 in his right hand.  The truck had reached its maximum speed.  The air blasting past it was like a miniature hurricane.  Troy was buffeted from side to side.  Bracing himself in the front corner of the truck bed, he used his left hand to remove the clamp that held the filter housing in place.  Lifting up on the top plate, he exposed the top of the intake pipe.  The roar of the air shrieking into the engine was deafening.  Holding on with his left hand, he dropped the C-4 into the intake pipe.  Its air supply cut off, the engine coughed and died.  The truck coasted to a stop.  

 

     Troy held on as the police and ATF cars surrounded the truck.  With weapons trained on the cab, the cops and ATF agents ordered Sergeant Lantz and Corporal Wicks out of the truck.  Hands in the air, the two men carefully climbed down from the cab.  ATF agents and cops quickly grabbed and cuffed them.  The chase was over.  Troy hopped down from the truck.  An ATF agent named Jackson ran over to him.

 

     "You okay?"

     "Yeah."

     "What did you drop in the air intake?"

     "C-4."

     Jackson looked concerned.  "Weren't you afraid it would explode?"

     "Naa, C-4 won't go off without a detonator--"

     Behind him, the engine compartment of the truck exploded in a ball of flame.  ATF agents and cops alike sprinted away from the truck.  Debris rained down on Troy and the others.  

     "Oops!"  Troy exclaimed.

     Another ATF agent ran up to Troy.  His name was Ted Donovan.

     "Hey, Barclay, we just got a priority one message for you from Franklin.  He wants you back in the office right now."

     "My car's totaled, man, let me use yours."

     Donovan groaned. "Shit, man, I don't want it wrecked.  I just got it out of the shop."

     "I'll be careful," Troy promised, "I'll treat it like it was my own."

     "Gee, now I feel better," Donovan grouched.  Troy held out his hand.  Donovan dropped the keys into it.

 

     The Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms Headquarters Building in Washington, D.C. was located on Pennsylvania Avenue near Fourteenth Street.  It was an imposing structure, with its tall graceful lines and beautiful stonework.  Troy drove by the main entrance to the building in the borrowed car.  He was headed for the parking garage.  Turning the corner at the end of the block, he waited for a bag lady to cross the street in front of him, before entering the parking ramp that led up to ten stories of parking in a building adjacent to the Headquarters Building.  He found a parking spot near the elevators.  It was a good omen.  Most of the time he ended up parking in the furthest corner of the garage.  As he walked to the elevators, he saw several people he knew and waved to them. 

 

     One of the elevators took him to street level.  Getting out of the elevator car, he walked across the street, and entered the ATF Building.  A few minutes later, he arrived at his office on the Sixteenth Floor.  He shared his office space with ten other agents in a big common room known as a bullpen.  Eleven desks were packed together in clusters without partitions between them.  Troy's desk was near the windows that overlooked Washington.  As Troy crossed the room to his desk, he saw that six of the desks were occupied.  Three agents were on the phone; two agents were working on their computers and one agent, Devon Kelso, called to him.

 

     "You hear the news?  Someone dinked the First Lady!"

     Troy stopped in his tracks.  He was startled by the news.

     "Are you shitting me?"

     "Blew her head off.  They think the President was the target.  She just got in the way."

     "When?"

     "Noon."

     Troy's mind raced with possibilities.  It was the biggest thing that had happened in his ten years as an ATF agent.  

     "What are we doing?"

     "Shit if I know."  Devon Kelso was an older agent with only a year to retirement.  He always wore a suit; always kept his hair combed to perfection, and always had a bottle of Jack Daniels within easy reach.  His days generally ended around 2:00 P.M., when he made his way across the street to the Green Shamrock Bar, where he told war stories to anyone who would listen.

     "Was the President hit?"

     "No, but it was damn close.  I've seen the shooting a couple of times on the TV, and it was just a fluke he didn't get nailed."

     Troy dropped some of his stuff on his desk, and then hurried across the room to a short hallway that lead to his supervisor's office.  Troy was hoping he was going to be put on the investigation that was sure to follow the assassination.  It was his turn for a big case.  His boss, Chet Franklin, the Special Agent in Charge of the Washington Office, had promised him that the next big one was his.  Franklin was usually a man of his word, and Troy felt reasonably sure that he would get it.  He stopped at Karen Thompson's desk.  She was Franklin's secretary.  She was in her mid-thirties, fairly attractive and going through a rough divorce.  She had been with Franklin for ten years, going with him as he rose in the ranks.  She knew everything that was happening in the office and was a good person to have on your side.  Her opinion carried a lot of weight with Franklin.

     "You look marvelous, darling," he cooed.  It was a joke between them.  She pretended to primp her hair.

     "It's just the light."  He could see the strain around her eyes and knew that she had had another battle with her husband.

     "Are you okay?"  His question was sincere.  She nodded.

     "Not too bad--considering."

     "If you need help, you let me know, promise?"

     "Promise."  She nodded toward Franklin's office.  "He's waiting for you.  Be cool."

     "You hear about the new O.J. Simpson doll?"

     "No."

     "You wind it up and it stabs Barbie and Ken."

     Her laughter followed him, as he walked into Franklin's office.  

     "You rang, boss?"

     Chet Franklin looked up from a document on his desk.  He was a stocky, powerful, black man in his early fifties.  He was smoking a cigar, and his office was filled with a smoke cloud that hung in the air like low-lying fog.  He was wearing suit pants held up by red suspenders.  His tie was loose around his neck.  His suit jacket hung on a coat rack in the corner.  Troy dropped into a chair across the desk from Franklin.  

     "Some crazy bastard shot at the President but hit the First Lady.  Took her head right off.  The Bureau pulled some strings and got the Attorney General to give them the reins.  They're setting up a joint task force to investigate the assassination, and we get one man on it."

     Troy eyed Franklin.  He tried to read the expression on his face.

     "Anybody I know?"

     Franklin leaned back in his chair.  He blew a cloud of smoke at the ceiling.  He was weighing something in his mind.

     "You aren't my first choice, Amigo, cause Crawford's in charge.  You two have more history than the Hatfields and McCoys."

     "Hey, I divorced his sister and he thinks I ought to go to the gas chamber, the stupid knob-bobber."

     "You think you can keep your cool?"

     Troy knew his future hung in the balance.

     "Do I have to kiss his ass?"

     "Only if you want to."

     "I'll pass."

     "How did the thing go down in Dahlgren?"

     "Smooth as silk.  We nailed both of the suspects and the weapons."  Troy left it at that.  He could tell Franklin about the vehicles later.  

     "If they assign you a partner, don't act like an asshole.  You may think you're the Lone Ranger, but it won't kill you to work with someone else.  Just because I'm an idiot and let you work alone doesn't mean they will."

     "I don't need no stinkin' partner."

     "You wanna work on the Task Force?"

     "On second thought, maybe I do."

     Franklin mulled the situation over in his mind for several long moments before he made a decision.

     "Get your ass down to the Mall and find out what's happening.  Don't let the Bureau fuck us.  I want a report every hour--you got it?

     Troy stood.  He gave a mock salute, and then headed for the door.

     "Aye, captain."

     He nearly made it to the door, but Franklin's voice stopped him.

     "Hold it.  What about your car?  Tell me you didn't wreck it."

     Troy cleared his throat.  He ducked his head.

     "Uhh--well--'I' didn't wreck it."

     Franklin knew when he was being hosed.  "How bad is it?"

     "A week or two in the body shop and it will be good as new."

     "That's three, Troy--three cars out of service in six months.  You keep this up and they're gonna ground you."

     "None of the wrecks have been my fault."

     "I know. I know.  Just try not to wreck another one this week."

     

     The Mall was the scene of frantic activity as hundreds of cops poured into the area to provide crowd control and set up a perimeter around the stage.  Police officers had dispersed most of the audience and had strung yellow crime scene ribbon in a three hundred foot circle around the stage.  Well over one hundred news reporters, photographers and cameramen were pressed up against the yellow tape in front of the stage.  Dozens of ambulances and emergency vehicles were parked around the stage.  FBI crime scene technicians were combing every square inch of the stage and surrounding area for evidence.  Police detectives, DEA agents, FBI agents, CIA agents, and Secret Service agents milled around on the stage.  All of the injured had been taken to various hospitals.  

 

     The First Lady's body was still on the stage where it had fallen.  The medical examiner, several white house aides, and a half-dozen-law enforcement officials were standing over the body.  An unmarked FBI car rolled to a stop in front of the stage.  A man got out of the car.  His name was Larry Crawford.  He had been a football player and weight lifter in his younger years, but at fifty-one, he had gone to seed.  His once flat stomach now sported a good-sized Budweiser tumor that strained against his shirt buttons.  Most of his hair was gone.  Only a fringe at ear level remained.  His broad, slightly pudgy face wore a permanent sneer that at times could be very infuriating.  He strode purposefully onto the stage.   After a quick look around, he joined the group beside the First Lady's body.  All of the various federal agents gathered around him.  Troy came around from behind the stage and jumped up on the platform.  Crawford scowled when he saw him.

 

     "Okay, guys, listen up. I'm going to give out assignments, and then we're going to break up into teams.  You probably all know this, but the Attorney General asked the FBI to direct the investigation.  That's why I'm here.  I'm the point man for the Bureau.  There will be an FBI agent in charge of every team.  We're going to have to move fast on this, while it's hot.  You should be aware that this is a very sensitive investigation and the press is going to be all over you.  If you say anything but "no comment", you won't have to worry about retirement."

 

     A Secret Service agent, Clyde Fuller, spoke up.  "How is the President?"

     "Shaky as hell, but okay."

     "Has anyone taken credit for the hit?" one of the DEA agents asked.

     "Some radical Serb group called the New York Times.  Said it was in retaliation for the U.S. being over there.  My understanding is that the CIA thinks it could be for real.  Who the hell knows?

     A woman FBI agent, Amber Neilson, carried a portable radio over to Crawford.  He ignored her.  Troy noticed her.  She was medium height, lean, and wore her dark hair pulled back in a severe bun.  She was wearing slacks, a Polo-like sports shirt and a light sports coat.  She looked slightly mannish.  He guessed her to be twenty-five or so.  He thought she could be pretty if she let down her hair and wore a dress.  She wasn't smiling and her face looked like it would probably crack if she did.  She cleared her throat.  Crawford snapped at her.

     "Neilson, go to my car and get my briefcase."

     Troy saw the hatred that shot out of her angry eyes and wondered what the deal was between them.  He watched as she stomped away.

 

     Inside the parking garage of the Ramsey Building, a security guard was making his rounds.  Twirling his nightstick, the guard slowly paced down the ramp from Parking Level One to Parking Level Two.  He had been stationed at the Ramsey Building for over five years, and during that entire time, he had not been involved in a single incident.  That was about to change.  As he reached Parking Level Two, he noticed that there was only one car on the level.  He sauntered by it and saw a Ramsey Building decal in the back window.  Pulling out his notebook, he wrote down the license plate of the car.  Ramsey employees weren't supposed to park on the Second Level.  

 

     Pleased at himself for taking the time to check the car, he started back toward the ramp.  Something caught his eye.  He saw what seemed to be a pile of rags in a dark corner of the garage.  Whistling through a gap in his front teeth, he wandered over to the pile of rags.  Looking down, he saw two things; the rags were really clothing and the clothing contained a very dead body.  His eyes wide with fear, the guard grabbed for the walkie-talkie on his belt, but his shaking hands couldn't hold it.  The radio hit the concrete deck with a sickening crash.  Spinning on his heel, the guard sprinted for the ramp.  

 

 

 Chapter Three – One Step Forward, One Step Back

 

 

     At the Mall, the teams of investigators had spread out around the stage.  Some were interviewing witnesses, some were searching for evidence, and others were trying to locate the source of the bullet.  Troy was on the stage, helping a couple of FBI crime scene technicians to position a string in the approximate path of the bullet.  One tech was sitting in the First Lady's chair in the same position she had been in before the shot.  Another tech was standing at the podium as a substitute for the President.  As one tech held one end of a string just above the "President's" head, Troy held the other end against the "First Lady's" forehead.  Sighting down the string, Troy found himself looking at the side of the Ramsey Building, some eight hundred yards away.  Crawford, who was also on the stage, saw what Troy was doing and called to him.

     "What do you see?"

     Troy studied the distant building.  It didn't seem possible the shot had come from it.  It was too damn far.  There were better places to shoot from that were a whole lot closer.

     "It lines up with that gray building."

     Crawford peered into the distance.

     "No fucking way. That's got to be at least a half-mile."

     Troy didn't like to agree with Crawford, but for once he appeared to be right.  Troy moved the string away from the "First Lady's" head toward one side of the stage.  He moved it back the other way.  No matter which way he moved it; the gray building was the only one in sight.  It was the only one where the shooter could have been positioned for the shot triangulation to work.  Troy shrugged at Crawford.

     "It's gotta be the one."

 

     Crawford, Troy and a small army of investigators trooped into the Ramsey Building lobby.  It was a busy place.  Dozens of visitors and tenants constantly entered or left the building.  The revolving door cycled people faster than a merry-go-round.  A concierge and three security guards tried to keep some semblance of order in the lobby.  Crawford marched over to the concierge.  

     "Agent Crawford, FBI.  Are you in charge?"

     "Mister Fielding is the manager.  Should I call him?"

     "Yeah."

     Troy glanced around the lobby.  He heard a police radio blaring somewhere in the back of the building.  Walking away from Crawford, he went through a short corridor that led to the back part of the lobby.  Troy had never been a follower.  From his earliest days as a youth, he had marched to a different drummer.  He had been blessed with an inquisitive mind; one that never seemed to be satisfied with pat answers.  While the other kids had been out in the sand box, he had been in the living room, taking apart the family television.  His curiosity had carried over into his adult life.  It was one of the reasons he was an investigator.  He loved to snoop.  And the best part was that he got paid to do it.

 

     He rounded a corner and found himself face to face with seven Washington cops.  Five were in uniform and two were in plainclothes.  They saw him at the same time he saw them.  Recognition flashed in Troy's eyes.  He grinned at one of the uniformed officers.

     "Rico, how in hell are you?"

     Sergeant Enrico Garcia was an old friend.  Troy had first met him when he was a rookie.  After working several cases together, they had become friends.  Crawford walked up behind Troy.

     "Garcia, what are you doing here?"

     "Having a good day 'til you showed up."

     "I'm going to need some of your officers for a while."

     Troy eased back a few steps until he was behind Crawford.  Positioning his hand to resemble a pistol, he pointed it at his head and pretended to shoot.  Garcia smiled.  Some of the other cops laughed.  Crawford whipped his head around to see what Troy was doing.  It was too late.  Troy looked blankly at Crawford.

     "No can do.  We have a homicide victim in the parking garage, and I need all of my guys to work on it."

     Crawford scowled.  He wasn't happy with Garcia.  Like many older agents, Crawford felt superior to the police.  He believed that they were there to support his investigation and to do his bidding.  

     "Until we sort things out, don't move that body.  It may be related to the assassination," he directed.

     "We're here to serve, it says so on our cars," Garcia said dryly.

     Crawford strutted back toward the main part of the lobby.  Troy rolled his eyes at Garcia, and then followed him.

 

     The concierge told them that the only recent move-in had been a company that leased an office on the Fifteenth floor.  All of the other offices had been occupied for a minimum of two years.  After getting his keys, the concierge led them to the freight elevator.  It took them to the Fifteenth Floor.

 

     Crawford led the investigators out of the freight elevator.  Troy was right behind him.  As soon as all of the investigators were out of the elevator, the concierge pointed toward a door only a short distance from the freight elevator.  Behind the door was Suite 1508.  All of the investigators drew their guns.  The concierge took one look at all of the weapons and scurried away like a lawyer after an ambulance.  Troy didn't think there would be anyone in the office, but there was always that chance.  He didn't like doing things in a group, particularly since he had seen most of the other investigators shoot.  If there was going to be a firefight, he wanted to be shot by the bad guys and not by friendly fire.  With that in mind, he positioned himself several steps behind Crawford.  

     The other investigators spread out on each side of the door.  If Crawford wanted to be a hero, and be the first one through the door, it was okay with Troy.  Using the concierge's keys, Crawford gingerly inserted the right key in the doorknob.  He took a step back, then slammed through the door.  Everyone was right behind him.  Troy was fourth through the door.  The moment he was inside, he saw there wasn't anyone else there.  The office was vacant and bare.  The first thing he saw was a pile of building debris in one corner.  Then he saw the hole through the exterior wall of the building.  Crawford saw it at about the same time.  Turning, he used his arms to stop the investigators.  

 

     "Hold it.  Everybody out."  Crawford waved his arms to herd the investigators out of the office.  Once they were all in the hallway, he closed and locked the door.

     "I want two guys on this door until the lab guys get here.  Nobody--not even God--goes inside, got it?  Paul, go down to the security office and see if their surveillance cameras are on a tape back-up."

     Troy knew that this was the office where the assassin had shot the First Lady.  The hole in the exterior wall faced the stage, some eight hundred yards distant.  When he had sighted along the string, it had shown the shooting location to be three-quarters of the way to the top of the building.  The office on the fifteenth floor was a perfect match.  He had noticed a couple of other things.  He hadn't seen a rifle, or cartridge, but he had seen the sand bags where the shooter had rested the rifle.  From these facts, he drew some tentative conclusions.  First, the shooter had taken the rifle with him.  Second, he had either taken the ejected casing or it was still in the rifle.  Third, the shooter had left the sand bags because they were too bulky for him to take out in the same way he had taken out the rifle.  Fourth, the shooter was a pro.  Troy based the last assumption on the shooter's ability to hit the First Lady at such long range.  

 

Mulling everything over in his mind, Troy went with the others back down to the lobby.  The concierge told them that Sergeant Garcia and his men were in the parking garage.  Crawford marched across the concrete on Parking Level Two like he owned the place.  His arrogance wasn't lost on Sergeant Garcia and his men.  They were standing over Fahad's body.  Troy was two steps behind Crawford with about six other investigators.  Two men from the Coroner's Office were standing in the background.  Sergeant Garcia knew what was coming.

 

     "You want him?"  Sergeant Garcia did his best to save face for the police officers.

     "Yeah, we'll take it from here," Crawford announced.

     "You find anything upstairs?"  Sergeant Garcia knew he was wasting his breath.

     "Naa, wild goose chase," Crawford lied.  Everyone knew he was lying.  Troy hated Crawford's attitude.  Things would be so much easier if Crawford would treat the cops like equals.  But there were other ways to handle Crawford.

     "That's too bad," Sergeant Garcia said drolly.  "Give us a minute to get our stuff together and we'll be out of here."

     Crawford and the other investigators headed back for the lobby.  Troy hung back until they had gone.  He knelt beside Fahad's body.

     "He was giving you a hand job, Rico.  The shooter popped her from Suite 1508.  He cut through the outer wall that faces the stage.  The rifle's gone but the sand bags are still there."

     "I knew Crawford was lying--I saw his lips moving," Sergeant Garcia joked.  Troy nodded at the corpse.

     "You identify him yet?"

     "Nope.  He didn't have a wallet or anything else.  We took prints, but that will take a couple of days--unless we're real lucky."

     Troy quickly frisked Fahad's clothing.  He looked at the bullet holes in his chest.

     "Nice pattern.  Close range too.  Both holes have powder burns around them.  Looks like nine-millimeter--give or take."

     "No casings either."

     Troy stood up.  "If you identify him, will you give me a call?"

     "Sure.  You guys have any leads on who the shooter is?"

     "Shit no.  Crawford’s is trying to run the whole show by himself."

     "He's always been my hero," Enrico scoffed.

 

     Troy drove to FBI Headquarters, thinking about the assassination attempt.  There were so many parts of the puzzle missing that he couldn't really put much together.  He wondered who was behind the shooting.  Who had wanted the President dead bad enough to try a hit in broad daylight?  Would they try again?  What was the motive for the shooting?  How many people were involved?  Where was the shooter?  Had he been alone?   Who was the dead man in the parking garage?  Was his death related to the killing?  He could think of many questions, but no answers.

 

     The Joint Assassination Task Force was located on the Ninth Floor of the J. Edgar Hoover Building.  When Troy stepped off the elevator on the Ninth Floor, he saw a steady stream of people going into an office at the end of the hall.  He followed three suit-coated men into the office.  Stopping just inside the door, he took a moment to look the place over.  No one seemed to notice his presence.  Many of the investigators were sitting at a conference table in a large room that seemed to be the nerve center of the Task Force.  Other investigators were scattered around the room in groups of two, three and four.  Crawford was standing at a podium at one end of the conference table.  He was talking to a man whom Troy recognized as the White House Chief of Staff.  His name was Mitch Potts.  

 

About a half-dozen smaller offices branched off the main room.  Each contained several desks, some computers and several phones.  A dozen or so desks had been arranged in a group near the conference table.  There were four or five phones on each desk.  Troy did not want to sit at the conference table.  It wasn't his style.  His eyes focused on a row of chairs against the back wall.  Clyde Fuller was sitting in one of the chairs; the pretty woman he had noticed earlier was sitting in another.  Troy ambled over and sat down beside Clyde.  

 

     "Clyde the Glide, how goes it?"

     Clyde looked at him.  "Same old donkey pull."

     Clyde Fuller was a Secret Service agent who had been around since dirt.  He was gritty, caustic, mean, nasty, callous and completely insolent.  He looked more like a distinguished statesman than an investigator.   He had gray hair, pleasant features and a slightly rotund figure.  He was a master of dirty jokes, which he told whenever the spirit moved.  He was also one of the most connected agents in the Secret Service.  He wasn't somebody to mess with.  Most of the investigators stayed away from him.  He wasn't politically correct.  Troy liked him.

     "Any news?"

     Clyde used his head to point at Potts and Crawford.  "See those two?  It's disgusting.  If Crawford keeps sucking up to Potts, we're gonna have to get him some knee pads."

     "He's probably trying to weasel a White House job."

     "Potts put pressure on the Attorney General to give the Bureau the Task Force."

     "It should have gone to you guys," Troy commented.

     "Tell me about it.  Hey, if a couple in Arkansas gets divorced--are they still brother and sister?"

     Troy snickered at Clyde's joke.

     "That's good."

     Troy nodded at Amber.

     "What's with her?"

     "She's FBI--real trouble from what I hear.  They want to fire her, but they're afraid she'll sue."

     Troy's interest was piqued.  "What did she do?"

     "She's a rookie.  When she first got back here after training at Quantico, they took her on a raid.  She was supposed to stay with the cars.  While everybody else went inside, about twenty gangbangers tried to vandalize the cars.  She put ten of them in the hospital with serious injuries--broken pelvises, broken arms, concussions--you name it.  The Bureau got a lot of heat about it, so they yanked her off the street.  Said she used excessive force.  Now, she's Crawford's gofer.

     "Sounds like my kind of people.  Is she a black belt?"

     "Like I care.  Do yourself a favor, stay away from her.  You get in enough trouble by yourself.  You don't need any help."

     Troy stood.  He walked over beside Amber.  She looked up at him.  

     "I hear we have a lot in common."

     "Take a hike, bozo," she snarled.

     Troy grinned at her.  "My name's Troy Barclay--ATF."

     "You must be so proud."

     Troy sat down beside her.  He could feel her hostility on his skin like sunburn.  

     "Five years ago the Bureau fired me for insubordination."

     For the first time, Amber showed some interest.

     "Yeah?"

     Crawford moved in front of the microphone on the podium.  

     "Alright, everybody, find a seat and shut up."

     The investigators who weren't sitting found seats.  Others leaned against the wall.

     "While Ted's setting up the VCR, I'm going to share a few things with you."  A gangly tech rolled a cart with a television and VCR on it to a spot next to the podium.  "First of all, I'm sure all of you recognize Chief of Staff, Mitch Potts.  He's going to talk to you for a minute."

     Potts stepped to the microphone.  He was a sleek man who reeked of power.  His dark, thinning hair was slicked back from his forehead in the modern version of the ducktail.  He had dark, brooding eyes that gave him a slightly wolfish look.  His stocky frame was decked out in an expensive suit that was tailored to hide the slight bulge around his middle. A pair of black, Italian loafers completed his attire.

     "Just a few minutes ago, I spoke with the President.  He wanted me to stress to you the importance of this investigation.  He asked that each of you do everything in your power to catch the person who murdered the First Lady.  I promised him that within the next forty-eight hours, we would have the culprits in custody.  I'm counting on all of you to make it happen."

     Potts stepped away from the microphone.  After shaking Crawford's hand, he left.  Crawford nodded to the tech that was standing beside the VCR.

     "Roll the tape, Ted."

     One of the investigators turned off the lights.  Ted turned on the VCR and the television.  The TV screen flickered.  An image of the stage came on the screen.  The President was standing at the podium.  He was speaking earnestly to the audience.  

     "This is from one of the TV stations." Crawford explained.

     As the President continued speaking, the scene shifted from him to the people sitting on the stage.  One close up showed the First Lady, listening intently to his speech.  She was the model of a devoted wife.  The scene switched back to a medium shot of the President.  From the new angle it could be seen that he was using note cards instead of the television prompter.  At the bottom of the picture, an inset gave the date and time.  At 11:59 A.M., the President took out a handkerchief and wiped his sweaty brow.  He left the handkerchief on the podium.  A short time later, he reached for the handkerchief.  His hand hit the stack of cards, scattering them on the floor beside the podium.  Clearly, disturbed, the President ducked down to pick up the cards.  

 

     As his head went down behind the podium, the First Lady's head exploded.  Her body was flung backwards into the people behind her.   The room was dead silent as the investigators studied the bloody scene.  They saw the President start toward his wife.  They saw the Secret Service agent intercept him.  They watched the tape until it ended.     "The next tape is from a camera in the lobby of the Ramsey Building.  We think the assassin fired the round from Suite 1508.  If you recognize anybody, speak up."

 

     The next tape rolled through the VCR.  An image appeared on the screen.  Dozens of people walked through the lobby.  Some were coming and some were going.  A large-breasted woman walked through the picture.  A voice anonymously commented.

     "Talk about bullets."

His comment earned a smattering of laughter.  Troy studied the screen.  Mark Adair crossed the lobby.  He stopped near the revolving doors.  Troy noticed the time inset on the monitor.  It read 12:09 P.M.  Adair walked toward the elevators.  His face filled the screen.

     "Hold it...I know that guy," one of the CIA agents called.

     Ted hit a button on the VCR.  Adair's face froze on the monitor.

     "Who is he?" Crawford asked excitedly.

     "Give me a sec--let's see--he was in the agency--maybe ten years ago.  Adair--that's it--Mark Adair.  I heard he retired and was doing dirty jobs for Steve Starr."

     The room was suddenly silent.  Everyone in the room understood the significance of his comment.  Someone turned on the lights.

     "Let's see what we can find out about this guy.  I want to know what he was doing there," Crawford said.

     The meeting broke up.  Troy stayed in his seat.  Images of the shooting danced in his head.  He was deep in thought.  He did not hear Crawford walk over to him.

     "Just for the record, Barclay, I didn't ask for you."

     Looking up, Troy uttered the first thing that came to his mind.

     "Just for the record, your wife does."

     Amber, Clyde and several other investigators were close enough to hear the brief exchange.  Clyde snickered.  Troy's comeback silenced Crawford, who turned on his heel and walked away.  Clyde slapped his hand in a low five.

     "Way to go, dude.  You sure shot him down."

     An investigator at a desk on the other side of the room called to Troy.

     "Hey, Barclay, telephone."

     Troy hurried over to the desk.  He picked up the phone.

     "Task Force, Barclay."

     "We got lucky, pal."  Troy instantly recognized Enrico Garcia's voice.

     "How so, amigo?"

     "The stiff was in the computer.  His name's Guy Fahad.  He's from Iraq.  Green carder.  The INS has a stop for him on the computer.  My bet is that he was here illegally."

     "Iraq, huh.  That puts a different spin on the shooting."

     "You're telling me.  I dug up an address on him."

     Troy took out a pen.  He tore a page off of a phone message pad.

     "Go."

     "3125 Union Street, Apartment 505."

     "You're a genius, Rico."

     "Yeah, right.  Ciao, baby."

     "Kisses."

     Troy hung up the phone.  

     "Hey, guys, listen up," he said loudly.  "The dead guy in the parking garage was named Guy Fahad.  He's an Iraqi."

     Crawford glared at Troy.  "Who told you that?"

     "A little bird."

     Crawford thought about making an issue out of it, but decided against it.  He and Potts continued their conversation.  One by one the investigators began to pair up.  Even though they were from different agencies, the investigators had developed relationships from working cases together.  The investigators who knew each other quickly teamed up and left to cover leads.  The remaining investigators sized each other up, talked a few minutes, and then partnered with someone they thought was compatible.  All of them ignored Amber.  She was a pariah.  She sat stiffly in her chair, ignoring what was happening around her.  Troy walked over to her chair.

     "Let's go."

     She eyed him with distrust.  "Where?"

     "Just come on.  We're going to do a little snooping."

     "I'll have to check with Crawford."

     "Screw him."

     She thought about it a second, then stood up.

     "Hey, it's only my career."

     

     They took the elevator to the parking garage.  He had been assigned a new car.  It was a green four-door.  It was supposed to be an undercover vehicle, but anyone who saw it knew it was a police car.  Troy had decided to call it the Green Wienie.  Somehow, it seemed appropriate.  Troy and Amber walked across the garage to where Troy had parked the Green Wienie.  Troy stopped beside the car.

     "What kind of iron do you carry?"

     Amber swept back the front panel of her jacket.  A Smith and Wesson, Model 59, 9mm automatic snuggled cozily on her right hip.

     "Can you shoot?" he asked.

     "Best in my class at Quantico."

     "I'm impressed."

     "What about you?"

     Troy showed her the Beretta 9mm on his right hip.

     "I can hold my own," he said.

     "I know that, but can you shoot?" she deadpanned.

     Troy was surprised.  He hadn't expected her to have a sense of humor.  He moved around the car to the driver's side door.

     "Just so you know, I usually work alone.  Partners slow me down.  Us working together is just a temporary thing."

     "Fine by me."

 

     Troy drove the unmarked car along the congested streets of Washington.  He felt her gaze on him.

     "Why did the Bureau fire you?"

     Troy turned a corner before he answered.  "I caught one of my supervisors dirty.  He destroyed evidence so the Bureau would win a case.  They forced him to retire but they didn't tell the defendant what the agent had done.  They were afraid the judge would throw out the case.  I told them they had to tell the judge.  They didn't, so I did.  The judge dropped all of the charges and the defendant walked.  They fired me the next day."

     "Failing to obey orders?"

     "You got it. Thing is, I don't think the brass ever really heard my side of it.  I'm pretty sure my direct supervisor lied to them about the case to protect his friend."

     "That's bullshit."

     "I heard about your problem," he said.

     She didn't say anything for a full minute.

     "I did my job," she said at last.  "That's what bothers me the most.  If I had screwed up, that's one thing, but to be crucified just for political correctness really pisses me off."

     "The problem is they're not scared of you.  You should hire a mad dog attorney to go after them.  That will get them off your back."

     "You think so?"

     "You ever heard of Sean Welton?"

     "No."

     "The Bureau hates him.  He beats them every time.  You should call him."

     "Maybe I will.  I'll ask my dad what he thinks."

     Troy slowed the car and pulled to the curb.  They were in a blue-collar neighborhood on Bates Street.  It was a mixture of apartments, houses and small shopping centers.  Troy pointed to a tall apartment building in the middle of the block.  

     "That's where Guy Fahad lived.  Supposedly, his brother shared the apartment with him.  We're going to try to talk to his brother.  His name's Tal Fahad."

     Getting out of the car, they walked toward the apartment building.  They saw three Arabic men, lounging on the steps that led up to the apartment entrance.  They ignored Amber and Troy as they passed them.  There was an antiquated elevator just inside the front door.  One look at the creaky relic was enough to send Troy and Amber up the stairs.  They reached the fifth floor slightly out of breath.  Apartment 505 was just a few steps from the stair landing.  Troy tiptoed along the dirty, threadbare carpet that covered the hallway.  Amber was right behind him.  Arriving at the door to Apartment 505, Troy nodded for Amber to stay to one side of the doorway.  Troy took the other side.  He knocked on the door.  A few seconds later, the door opened a crack.  An Arabic man stared at them.

     "What do you want?" His thick accent didn't cover the hostility in his voice.

     "We're federal agents.  Are you Tal Fahad?"

     "Why do you want to know?"

     Troy had trouble fighting down the sudden urge he had to plant his fist in the obnoxious, little bastard's face.

     "It's about Guy.  Can we talk in private?"

     "Go away!"

     The door slammed in their faces.

     "I guess that means no," Amber quipped.

 

     They watched the apartment building for over an hour, before Tal Fahad appeared at the front entrance.  Two men flanked him.  One was a tall, thin man named Effil, the other was a fat, little weasel known as Suba.  After carefully scanning the street, the three men sauntered down the steps to the sidewalk.  They loitered near the three Arabic men for several minutes, and then took off for an alley about a block from the apartment.  Troy and Amber were hidden behind some bushes in a neighboring yard.  The moment the three men disappeared into the alley, Troy and Amber bolted across the street after them.  They stopped at the entrance to the alley.  Troy peeked around a wall to see where the men were.  He couldn't see them.  He motioned for Amber to follow him, and then plunged into the alley.  

 

Side by side, they crept along the narrow passageway.  It was barely wide enough for a car to pass through.  Trash and garbage were heaped in overflowing Dumpsters.  Debris of every kind was scattered across the dirty asphalt.  Troy and Amber moved deeper into the alley.  Without warning, Tal, Effil, Suba and four other Iraqis stepped out in front of them.  The men had been hiding between two buildings.  Troy looked behind them.  The three Arabic men from in front of the apartment building were closing on them.  At a nod from Tal, the men spread out and surrounded Troy and Amber.  

 

  

 Chapter Four – Evidence Bonanza

 

     "I do not like to be followed," Tal said flatly.

     "Tough shit," Amber barked.

     "You Americans have no manners.  You must be taught."

 

     He nodded.  The men converged on Troy and Amber.  Two of them had clubs.  With a yell, Effil threw a punch at Amber.  Effortlessly, she dodged the blow, and kicked him solidly in the face.  He went down to his knees.  Before Amber could finish him off, she was jumped by four of the men.  Troy had his hands full with the other four.  Bobbing and weaving, Troy hit one man in the face with his elbow.  He fell to the asphalt.  A man with a club swung it wildly at Troy's head.  Ducking under the flailing club, Troy kneed the man in the crotch, and then hammered a hard right fist to his temple that put him out of the fray.  Amber caught one of her assailants with a reverse kick that slammed his nose flat against this face.  As blood spurted out of his nose, she followed the kick with a punch to the throat.  The man stumbled away.  

 

     There were only five Iraqis on their feet.  Seeing his men were beaten, Tal bolted.  Amber faked a front kick, reversed her spin, and caught one of the men in the head with a reverse wheel kick.  The force of the kick knocked him to his knees.  The Iraqis still on their feet took to their heels.  They ran toward the far end of the alley where a black limousine was parked in the shadows.  Amber and Troy took off after the men.  Tal was the first one to reach the car.  Opening the back door, he leaped into the car.  A second later, it rocketed out of the alley onto a side street.  Amber caught a brief glimpse of the car's license plate, as it disappeared around a corner.  Troy caught up with her.

 

     "You get the plate?"

     "Yep."

     Troy looked back at the battered men lying in the alley.

     "Ya done good, kid."

     "Thanks--grandpa.  What do you want to do with them?"

     "Nothing.  I think they've paid their debt to society."

 

     Crawford spotted Troy and Amber the moment they arrived back at the Task Force office.  He made a beeline for Amber.  He looked upset.  He stopped in front of her.

     "Where have you been?"

     "Out."

     "From now on, you check with me before you go anywhere, got it?"

     Amber didn't answer.  Her cheeks flamed bright red.  Troy knew she was fighting to control her temper.  Troy thought about saying something but knew that it would only make the situation worse.

     "We're out of coffee.  Run down to the supply room and get some more.  We need sugar too," Crawford ordered.

     Amber's eyes shot daggers into Crawford's back, as he walked away.  

     "I'll give you a hand," Troy offered.

     "Someday I'm going to rip out his heart."

     "Really, I didn't know he had one."

 

     Later in the day, Troy rolled the VCR and television cart into one of the side rooms.  After plugging in the machines, he played the assassination tape.  He watched it in slow motion from beginning to end, then played it again.  He wrote down the names of everyone on the stage that he recognized.  After he had seen the tape a half-dozen times, he switched to another tape that was marked "PARKING GARAGE - LEVEL ONE".  He didn't hear Amber come into the room.  He jumped when she spoke.

     "What are you looking for?"

     "Don't sneak up on me.  You gave me a heart attack."

     "Wienie."

     An image of the parking garage elevator doors appeared on the screen.  A sign on the doors clearly identified the location.  The doors opened.  An old couple wandered out of the elevator car.  The doors closed.

     "I don't know.  Just anything that doesn't look right."

     The elevator doors opened.  A group of people boarded the elevator.  The doors closed.

     "They're really hot on Adair.  Crawford’s is trying to get a search warrant."

     Troy sat forward in his seat.  The elevator doors opened again.  Guy Fahad and Ivan Graham exited the elevator.  They were carrying a large box.  Troy froze frame.

     "Big deal, they're just moving guys," Amber remarked.

     Troy pointed at Fahad.

     "You need glasses, darling, that's Guy Fahad."

     Amber peered closer at the screen.

     "Damn, you're right.  Who's the other joker?"

     "Shit if I know."

     "Why are they carrying a mattress box out of an office building?"

     "Good point."

     Troy moved the tape forward a frame at a time until Fahad and Graham were out of the picture.  Amber handed Troy a piece of paper.

     "This is the print-out on the license plate off that limo.  The name didn't mean anything to me."

     Troy read the printout.

     "You never heard of Overseas Arms?"  It's Max Zenger's company. He's only the biggest arms dealer in the Mideast.  We think he was brokering arms to Sadam Hussein during the Gulf War but we couldn't ever catch him.  He has ties to a couple of Iraqi terrorist groups.  Thing is, no one's ever seen him.  As far as we know, he's never been photographed."

     "Are we going to tell Crawford about this?"

     Not until we get something a little more solid."

     Clyde Fuller stuck his head in the door.

     "Old dickhead wants everybody together in five minutes.  We're going to raid Adair's house."

     Troy was surprised.  "How did Crawford get a search warrant?  We don't have enough evidence on Adair to give him a traffic ticket."

     "Judge Kellor may not be deaf, dumb and blind, but he's damn close." Clyde replied. "All you have to do is talk about his golf game for five minutes and he will sign anything you put in front of him."

     "So much for justice."

 

     Troy and Amber drove to Adair's house in Troy's car. They traveled in the middle of a ten-car convoy of unmarked, but highly- visible undercover cars.  Adair lived in an expensive, very exclusive neighborhood near Georgetown.  Every house was a million plus, and every driveway was home to at least one luxury car.  The convoy slowed as it approached Adair's costly Tudor home.  Even among the extravagant houses that lined the streets, Adair's stood out.  The grounds covered two acres and included a diving pool, two tennis courts, a racquetball court and a one-lane bowling alley.  A blue Mercedes was parked in the driveway.  Through an open garage door a Jaguar and Rolls were visible.  Adair didn't seem to be short of money.  The convoy parked on both sides of the street in front of Adair's house.  Lead by Crawford, twenty investigators marched up to the front door.  Troy and Amber stayed near the back of the group.  Crawford rang the doorbell.  A minute went by before Adair answered the door.  Shock flashed across his face as he saw the investigators on his porch.

     "Mark Adair, we have a search warrant for your house and vehicles.  You may stay here if you want to, but if you interfere in any way, you will be arrested and taken to jail.  Please stand aside."

     "Wait a minute.  What's this about?  You can't--"

     Crawford shoved past him into the house with a squad of investigators in tow.  Troy went with three FBI agents to search the blue Mercedes.  Amber joined some investigators who were going to search the back yard.

 

     Troy didn't think they were going to find anything.  As far as he was concerned, it was a real shot in the dark.  That Adair had been in the Ramsey Building at the time of the shooting was not enough evidence to tie him to the crime.  Troy hadn't really formulated any theories as to who was involved in the killing, or what the motivation was.  As he and the other investigators approached the blue Mercedes, he shook his head.  Why would anyone as wealthy as Adair get involved in the assassination of the President?  It didn't make sense.  One of the investigators, Roy McClure, spoke to Troy.

     "You want the trunk or the interior?"

     "Makes no difference to me."

     "Okay, you take the trunk, me and Wayne will take the interior and Keith will do the body," McClure responded.

     Wayne tried the driver's side door.  It was locked.

     "We need to get the keys," Wayne said.

     Roy started toward the house.  Troy reached in his pocket.  He took out a little, leather tool kit.  He took out a long, thin blade that had several serrations in it.  Bending down, he slid the pick into the trunk lock.  Both Wayne and Keith looked appalled.

     "Something I learned in the Boy Scouts," he joked.

     The trunk lid sprung open.  Wayne motioned toward the car doors.  

     "Can you do doors?"

     Troy moved to the driver's side door.  It took him less than a minute to pick open the door.  He put away his pick, and then went around to the trunk.  Roy returned from the house.  He was surprised to see the doors and trunk open.  Wayne pointed at Troy.

     "I don't even want to know," Roy stated.

     Troy put on a pair of plastic gloves, and then methodically searched the trunk.  He took out the spare tire and looked under it.  Nothing.  He looked in both fender wells. Nothing.  Using his penlight, he reached to the far back of the trunk.  His hand hit something cold.  He groped around until he had the object in his hand.  Excitement sent a chill down his spine.  He lifted the object out of the trunk.  It was a rifle; a sniper's rifle, with a scope and a laser.  

     "Roy, I got something."

     Roy, Wayne and Keith stopped what they were doing and came around to the back of the car.  Seeing the rifle, they stood slack-jawed with amazement.

     "My God, I can't believe it," Wayne stammered.

     The three men crowded around Troy to see the rifle.  Very carefully, Troy opened the bolt.  An empty casing rode part way out on the bolt.  He let the casing drop in his hand.  He looked at the primer end.  

     "It's 7mm Magnum," he exclaimed.

     Roy spoke into a walkie-talkie he took from his belt.

     "You better come out to the car, Larry."

     Troy couldn't believe he had found the rifle.  Ballistics could easily determine if it was the rifle that had fired the fatal bullet.  According to Crawford, they had recovered enough of the bullet for comparison purposes.   If it was the weapon, it certainly tied Adair to the crime.  What bothered Troy was that Adair had left the rifle in the trunk of his car.  What kind of sophisticated, intelligent criminal would do that?  None that Troy could think of.  There was always the chance that Adair had been planning to get rid of the rifle later in the day.

     Crawford stalked over to them with a scowl on his face.  When he saw the rifle, his face brightened.

     "Where did you find it?" he asked.

     "In the trunk," Troy replied.

     "Seven millimeter mag?"

     "Yep.  It had a spent shell in the chamber."

     Crawford reached for the rifle with ungloved hands.  Troy held it away from him.  Crawford flushed.

     "Let me see it," he ordered.

     "Get some gloves," Troy countered.

     Crawford was steamed.  He knew Troy was right, but didn't want the men to see him back down.  But if he took the rifle, and left his fingerprints on it, things could get nasty.  He spun on his foot and walked back into the house.

 

     In the backyard, Amber watched as two FBI agents used metal detectors to search the yard.  They had covered most of the yard, when one of them suddenly stopped.  He was checking under a tree near the back fence.  He took off his earphones.  Bending down, he began to dig under the tree.  Amber joined him.  She picked up a nearby shovel.  He stood aside as she dug deep into the soil.  The blade met something with a metallic thump.  She dug quickly and in a few moments the top of a fifty-caliber machine gun ammo box appeared out of the dirt.  The FBI agent knelt beside the hole.  He grabbed the top of the can and pulled.  The entire dirt-covered can came out of the ground.  The agent pulled on the stiff wire handles that locked the lid in place.  The lid opened.  Inside were three boxes of rifle cartridges.  Using a stick, the agent opened one of the boxes.  One cartridge out of the twenty was missing.  The other two boxes each contained all twenty cartridges.

     "We hit pay dirt," the agent exclaimed.

     "Looks like seven millimeter to me."

     The other agent saw they had something and hurried over.  As soon as he saw the cartridges, he practically wiggled with excitement.

     "Man, let's go show Crawford.  He'll freak out."

     All three of them headed for the house.

 

     Crawford and Clyde Fuller had searched most of Adair's den, which also doubled as his office.  Two walls were bookshelves that contained hundreds of books.  Adair's desk was an antique roll-top that was at least a hundred years old.  There were several other antique pieces that looked expensive.  The wood floor was partially covered with a rare Persian rug.  Adair stood next to the door, watching them search through his belongings.  Crawford tugged on a picture that swung away from the wall, revealing a wall-safe behind it.  

     "Mister Adair, do you want to open the safe, or do I have to call my office?"

     Without a word, Adair crossed the room and opened the safe.

     "There's nothing but deeds in here."

     Crawford nodded.  Reaching in the safe, he pulled out a handful of documents.  Clyde sighed, and then took a book off of one of the shelves.  Holding it upside down, he shook it.  Adair shook his head.

     "If you damage one of my first editions, you'll be paying for it," he warned.

     "Yeah, yeah," Clyde snapped.

     Amber and the two FBI agents rushed into the den.  The agent carrying the box held it out for Crawford to see.

     "This was buried in the backyard under a tree."  He opened the box, exposing the box of cartridges with the missing bullet.  "Forty-nine, s

 

even millimeter cartridges."

     Crawford glanced down at the cartridges.

     "Anything else?"

     "No."

     Behind them, Clyde turned over a book from the top shelf.  A slip of paper dropped to the floor.  Reaching down, he picked it up.  He studied it for several seconds.

     "Crawfish, you better have a look at this," he announced.

     Crawford glowered at him for making fun of his name but didn't say anything because challenging a crazy man was risky. Stepping over beside Clyde, he scanned the piece of paper.

     "It's a shooting diagram," he declared, "it has the Ramsey Building and the Mall all mapped out and measured."

     Crawford eyed Adair.

     "Mister Adair, you better call your attorney, cause you're going to jail."

     "This is bullshit.  That stuff isn't mine.  This is a frame.  You motherfuckers are setting me up."

     "Cuff him," Crawford ordered.

     Adair started to resist but stopped when he saw they were ready to beat his ass.

     "I'm going to sue you assholes till your balls fall off," Adair bellowed.

     "You have the right to remain silent," Keith recited.  "Anything you say will be used against you in a court of law."

 

     Ten minutes later, Roy, Keith and Crawford led Adair out to Crawford's car.  Adair was in handcuffs.  They put him in the back seat with Roy and Keith on each side of him.  Crawford slid in behind the steering wheel, started the engine, and drove away.  Troy and Amber watched them leave, and then walked to Troy's car.

     "Looks like we have the right guy," Amber commented.

     "Sure does.  It's kind of weird how it worked out.  I didn't think there was a snowball's chance in hell that we would find anything."

     "Guess we just got lucky."

     "Or something."

 

     Back at the Task Force office, Crawford had called all of the investigators together to discuss Adair and the evidence that had been found to date.  Troy, Clyde and Amber had chairs in the back row.  Crawford was at the podium.

     "The rifle was a seven-millimeter, custom-made job.  Ballistics is checking the slug.  They should be done by tomorrow.  Personally, I think it's the gun.  The ammo we found in the backyard was seven-millimeter.  Very hot stuff.  We're trying to track down where it was purchased."

     An FBI agent named Hankins waved his arm.  "That was a helluva shot for a seven-mil--what was it, eight-hundred yards?"

     "A little over that," Crawford answered.

     "If you're thinking Adair was the shooter, you're way off base.  Adair couldn't hit an elephant at that range.  The same goes for Fahad," Troy remarked.

     A Secret Service agent took exception to Troy's comment. "Whoever fired the shot didn't hit the President.  Obviously, he wasn't good enough to do the job.  It doesn't take a professional to miss that bad."

     There are murmurs of agreement from some of the other investigators.

     Crawford continued.  "The lab matched Adair's hair to hairs found at the shooting scene.  That makes him our number one suspect.  I had a couple guys go through his phone records.  Get this.  He called Steve Starr's personal number thirteen times last week."

     The investigators glanced at each other as the significance of the evidence registered on them.  Crawford picked up several thick folders.  

     "But just in case Adair turns out not to be our guy, I want somebody to go through these threats that have been made against the President in the past six months.  Barclay, you and Neilson check them out.  I want an alpha list of all the perps.  When you're done with that, track down addresses for all of them."

     An FBI agent hurried in and whispered something to Crawford.

     "Something's come up.  I'll give out more assignments when I get back," Crawford said.  Grabbing the handle of his briefcase, which was flat on the conference table, he started to walk away.  He nearly tore off his arm.  The briefcase didn't budge.  Reaching down, he tugged as hard as he could on the handle.  It broke off in his hand.  Using all of his strength, he lifted one corner of the briefcase.  It pulled free of the table, but left the leather side glued to the tabletop.  Crawford's eyes swept the room.  He was very angry.  Someone had glued his briefcase to the table.  No one said a word.  Gripping the tattered remains of his briefcase, he walked toward the door.  As he passed the back row, he handed two thick file folders to Amber who glared at him.  He glowered at her, and then left.  The room erupted with snickers and smothered laughter.  Clyde leaned over to Troy.

     "You tricky bastard," he whispered.

     "It wasn't me," Troy protested.

     Clyde winked.  "Sure, whatever you say."

     "This is bullshit," Amber fumed.  She slammed the two file folders down on the floor  "This is nothing but busy work.  We should be out investigating, not in here pushing paper.  I'd like to rip out his eyes."

     "Chill, darling.  You seem to have a lot of pent up hostility. Think about it.  This is your ticket out of the office.  Every time numb nuts asks you where you're going, say you're working on these lists," Troy said.

     Amber cooled down.  "I hadn't thought of it like that."

     "We'll take it over to a tech in my office.  While he's working on the list, we'll be on the streets."

 

     A short time later, Troy stopped the Green Wienie a block from a downtown burger joint.  Pedestrians on the sidewalk were as thick as flies.  Grubby shops plied their trade on both sides of the street.  It was easy to guess the flavor of the neighborhood by the blood donor banks, check cashing stores and pawnshops that littered the streets.  Amber gave him a curious look.

     "What are we doing?"

     "Meeting one of my snitches."

     Troy climbed out of the car.  After locking the door, he sauntered around the car to join Amber on the sidewalk.

     "Who is it?"

     "His name's Shorty.  He's a real slug."

     They picked their way through the assorted garbage, both human and otherwise, that cluttered the sidewalk.

     "I know why Crawford doesn't like me--I'm a woman.  Why doesn't he like you?"

     "I was married to his sister.  She was running around, so I divorced her.  End of story."

     "How long were you married?"

     "Too lucking fong."

     He grinned at her.  She shook her head.

     "You ever been married?" Troy asked.

     "No wucking fay."

     

     They entered the burger joint and hurried through the dining room to the rest rooms.  It was the usual burger place, with a menu that included more grease than the average oil change.  The prepubescent workers scurried about their duties with the enthusiasm of a condemned man on his way to the gas chamber.  What they lacked in motivation, they made up for with utter disregard for the customers.  The arrogant way they tossed the bags of burgers onto the counter was their way of letting the customers know exactly how much their patronage counted.  With Amber right behind him, Troy entered the men's room.  She stopped at the door.  Troy reached out and pulled her into the small bathroom.  There was only one person in the rest room.  A young, pimply-faced teen was washing his hands at the sink.  His face registered surprise when he saw Amber.  Troy pointed at the door.

     "Out."

     Without drying his hands, the kid scuttled out the door.  Troy left Amber beside the door.  He quickly checked the two stalls.  They were both unoccupied.  Waving his hand, he motioned for her to join him in front of the furthest stall.  Amber was very uncomfortable.  

     "Come on," Troy hissed.

     Reluctantly, she edged over beside him.  He pushed open the stall door. 

     "Sit up on the tank," he told her.

     "What?"

     "Do it.  We've only got a couple seconds.  Sit on top of the tank and put your feet on my back."

     Amber gingerly stepped into the stall.  Putting her butt on the tank, she swung her legs up against the side of the stall.  Troy sat down on the seat.  She crunched her knees and legs against his back.  A few seconds passed, then someone else entered the rest room.  The main door closed.  They heard it lock.  The door in the adjacent stall opened.  The door closed.  Troy and Amber heard someone moving around inside the stall.  Troy looked down to where a one-inch glory hole had been punched through the metal wall between the stalls.  An eye appeared at the hole.

     "Hey, Shorty."

     Shorty spoke with a Mideastern accent.  "Did anyone follow you?"

     "No, I'm clean."

     "You have my money?"

     Troy took a roll of bills out of his pocket.  He held it in front of Shorty's eye.

     "Next time, I want five grand.  This is good stuff."

     In a pig’s ass, Troy thought, but he humored the asshole.

     "Maybe, maybe not.  What's going on?"

     "Zenger is moving some big loads this week.  I heard it was all Chinese stuff.  I think it's going to one of Sadam's groups, but I don't know which one."

     Shorty's eye disappeared.  They heard rustling noises on the other side of the partition.

     "Is any of it here?"

     "Do I get five thousand next time?"

     "If I get a bust," Troy lied.  He knew he could short-change Shorty.  Shorty knew it too, but he didn't really care about the money.  He was after revenge.

     "Check out the warehouse at Jackson and Fourteenth."

     Troy dropped the roll of bills on the scummy floor.  Shorty's grubby hand scooped it up before it had time to bounce.  There was the sound of liquid splashing into the toilet.  Shorty broke wind.  Amber suddenly grabbed her nose.  

     "Damn you, Shorty, you stink," Troy gagged.

     Shorty laughed.  It wasn't a pleasant sound, more like a plugged drain clearing.  The toilet flushed.  The other stall door opened.  

     "Enjoy," Shorty giggled.

     They waited until the outside door closed, and then ran to a window that opened into the alley, and hung their heads out into the fresh air.

 

     They left the car parked on Fourteenth Street.  Troy led the way into a nearby alley that paralleled Jackson.  Troy was concerned.  He didn't know what they were getting into, and he didn't know how Amber was going to respond if it turned into a shooting.  She had done well in the alley attack by the Iraqis, but that had been with fists not guns.  Moving from Dumpster to Dumpster, they skulked along the dim alley; debris was scattered everywhere.  They came to a loading dock.  It was vacant.  The freight doors were shut tight.  Troy and Amber boosted themselves up on the loading dock.  Troy checked the rear entrance door, while Amber checked the freight door.  

     Out of the blue, engine noise echoed in the alley.  A truck bore down on them from the far end of the alley.  Troy and Amber had a split second to hide.  Troy took two steps and dove into a dumpster.  Amber was right behind him.  Peeking out of the stinky container, they watched as a delivery truck backed up to the loading dock.  Two Iraqi men jumped out of the truck.  The freight door opened.  Two other Iraqi men came out of the warehouse to meet the two new arrivals.  

      One man went back in the warehouse.  A forklift roared to life.  The man reappeared on a small forklift.  Another man opened the truck's cargo door.  The man on the forklift eased it into the back of the truck.  A moment later the forklift reappeared, carrying a crate on its forks.  Wheeling the forklift around, the driver took the crate into the warehouse.  The three other men followed.  Troy and Amber hopped out of the dumpster.  Dirt and grease streaked their clothing and faces.  Both drew their pistols.  They snuck over to the freight door.  Amber peeked inside.  She motioned for Troy to follow her.  They crept into the warehouse.  

     As warehouses go, it wasn't that big.  But it was crammed with crates of every shape and size.  Just inside the door, Troy and Amber ducked down behind some boxes.  The four Iraqis were at the far end of the building.  They were looking in a large crate.  Troy and Amber slipped noiselessly across the warehouse behind the row of boxes.  The crates stacked around them were marked with Chinese characters.  Troy and Amber scrambled to a position directly behind the Iraqi men.  The forklift's idling engine covered any noise Troy and Amber made.  At Troy's nod, they stepped out from behind a crate.

     "ATF--hands up"!  Troy roared.

     "FBI!"  Amber yelled.

 

 

 

 Chapter Five – A Dead Hooker Gathers No Moss

 

 

 

     The Iraqis reacted instantly.  Diving for cover, they grabbed their weapons.  Both Troy and Amber fired at the men.  Amber put a bullet through one man's shoulder.  He fell in a heap.  Troy's target dodged to one side as Troy fired.  Troy's bullet missed.  Bullets careened off the crate beside Troy and Amber.  Both investigators fired at the Iraqis to keep them pinned down.  One of the Iraqis opened fire with a thirty-caliber machine gun.  He raked Troy and Amber's position with deadly missiles.  Troy and Amber retreated toward the door.  They took turns moving, with one always providing cover fire for the other.  Troy darted behind a row of crates.  Running full blast, he got behind the advancing Iraqis.  He spotted the man with the machine gun.  Raising his pistol, he fired.  The machine gunner stumbled into a crate and fell on his face.  The other two Iraqis took cover behind a fortress of boxes.  They fired steadily at Troy and Amber.  Troy nodded at the Iraqis.

     "Keep them down."

     He handed her his Beretta.  Rising, Amber fired both pistols at the Iraqis who hid behind the crates.  Troy ran over to the idling forklift.  Putting it in gear, he aimed it at the Iraqi's position and rammed down the accelerator.  The forklift leapt forward.  It gained speed as it veered toward the crates, surrounding the Iraqis.  Troy threw himself off the forklift.  Barreling from side to side, it crashed into the Iraqis fortress, smashing it to bits.  One Iraqi ran for the door.  Amber caught him with a slug through the arm.  He dropped.  The remaining Iraqi stood up with his hands over his head.  Troy and Amber cautiously approached him.  Troy cuffed him while Amber stood guard with her pistol.  Holding the prisoner by the arm, Troy looked at the wreckage of the forklift and crates.  He shook his head.

     "Franklin's gonna have a puppy when he sees this."

 

     Crawford spent an hour briefing the Director of the FBI on the investigation, and then drove to the White House.  Stopping at the main gate, he showed his identification to the Marine guard.  After making a call, the Marine motioned for him to enter the grounds.  Crawford found a place to park, and then headed for the nearest entrance.

 

     Mitch Potts left the Oval Office, as Crawford entered the White House.  Potts hurried to his office, ignoring his secretary who tried to hand him a handful of messages.  Locking the door to his office behind him, he took an expensive micro-recorder out of his suit jacket pocket.  He pushed the eject button.  A micro cassette popped out of the recorder.  Crossing the room, he took several books out of an oak bookcase, exposing the door to a wall safe that had been hidden by the books.  He twirled the numbered dial back and forth several times.  He lined up the last number, and then turned the locking handle.  The door clicked open.  Reaching inside, Potts retrieved a small box.  He opened it.  Rows of micro cassettes nearly filled the box.  

 

     He pushed the new tape into an empty slot.  He closed the box, and then put it back in the safe.  Once the safe door was closed and locked, he replaced the books.  He had tape-recorded every conversation he had ever had with the President.  It was a security precaution.  Politics was a dirty game and Potts didn't ever intend to be sacrificed on the field of honor to cover for the President.  Too often in the finger pointing that followed a White House blunder the blame was fixed on the Chief of Staff.  Usually, the President denied culpability, leaving the Chief of Staff to fall on his sword to cleanse the White House of its sin.  If put in such a situation, Potts intended to use the tapes to force the President to find another scapegoat.

 

     Potts had just sat down, when his secretary called him over the intercom.

     "Mister Potts, Larry Crawford is here to see you."

     "Send him in."

     Springing to his feet, Potts quickly unlocked the door and opened it as Crawford approached from the other side.  Potts motioned for him to enter.

     "It's good to see you, Larry."

     "Thank you, sir."

     Potts and Crawford shook hands.  Potts closed the door, and then guided Crawford to a chair beside his desk.      Crawford sat down as Potts moved to a position behind his desk.  Potts didn't sit. He leaned on the back of his chair.

     "I just spoke with the President about you," Potts said.  "He was pleased that you are in charge of the investigation."

     "How is he, sir?"

     "Seeing his wife with her head blown off was pretty traumatic.  He's awake but his doctor has him sedated.  I know it's early, but I would like to be able to tell him we have a suspect in jail."

     Crawford handed Potts a binder emblazoned with the FBI's logo.

     "We've made an arrest.  The suspect's name is Mark Adair.  We have the rifle, ammunition and a diagram of the shooting scene--all from Adair's residence."

     Excitement flashed across Potts' face.  He skimmed through the binder.

     "Excellent.  You've done an outstanding job."  Potts put down the report.  "Was he alone?"

     Crawford shook his head.  "We don't know for sure--uh--but--uh Adair works for Steve Starr."

     Potts was shocked.  "My God--are you sure?"

     "Not one hundred percent."

     "Do you think there's a connection?  Starr has been a thorn in the President's side every since he lost the election."

     Crawford handed Potts some documents.

     "Over the last week Adair called Starr thirteen times.  It sure seems coincidental."

     Potts sat down.  He was deep in thought.

     "Starr's wacky as hell, but I never thought he'd go this far," Potts murmured.  Harassing the President is one thing, shooting at him is another.  Potts focused on Crawford.  "If you go after him, you better have an airtight case or he'll bury you."

     "I go where the evidence leads me.  If it takes me to Starr, he goes down," Crawford declared.

     "I'll tell the President there has been an arrest.  I'm not going to tell him about Starr until you can call it one way or the other."

     "That's probably a good idea."

     Potts stood.  The meeting was over.  Crawford rose out of the chair.  Potts moved around his desk and clapped Crawford on the shoulder.

     "You know, Larry, I think that after this is over, we're going to find a place for you on the President's staff.  We can always use of man of your abilities."

     "I'm flattered, sir. It would be a great honor."

 

     By the time Franklin arrived at the warehouse, the place was crawling with cops, detectives and ATF agents.  The police had set up roadblocks at each end of the alley to keep out the gawkers and reporters who had swarmed to the area like hungry jackals.  A dozen police and ATF cars were parked sporadically along the length of the alley.  Three ambulances were clustered near the freight door.  Paramedics brought one of the wounded Iraqis out of the warehouse on a stretcher.  Franklin parked his car next to one of the ambulances.  It took him several minutes to find Troy and Amber.  They were sitting on two small crates behind the building next to the warehouse.  Actually, Troy saw Franklin before Franklin saw them.

     "Yo, Skipper, over here."

     Franklin trudged over to them.

     "You both okay?" he asked.

     "We're fine," Troy replied.

     Franklin hooked a thumb back toward the warehouse.

     "What happened?"

     "One of my snitches said to check out the warehouse.  We found four guys unloading weapons out of the truck.  We got the drop on them, but they decided to fight.  We wounded three of them and one surrendered.  That's about it."

     Franklin pointed a finger at Troy.  "Why didn't you call for back-up?"

     "It happened too fast."

     "Mark my words, if you keep up this cowboy shit, some day you're gonna get your ass shot up."

     "There's a chance this has something to do with the assassination, but I don't want to call in the troops until we're sure," Troy said.

     "That's fine, but the moment you get anything substantial it goes to Crawford, agreed?"

     "Sure, boss."

     Franklin focused on Amber.  "Was this your first shooting?"

     Amber nodded.

     "You did a good job.  By the way, if you get tired of the Bureau's bullshit, I have a desk with your name on it over at my place.  Think about it."

     Amber was flattered, but tried not to show it.

     "Are you sure you want to hire someone the Bureau wants to fire?"

     "Actually, that's sort of a recommendation."

 

     Across the country, in the university city of Berkeley, California, it was just after 10:00 P.M., when Heather Allan decided to call it a night.  She had been on the streets since just after sunset, but had turned only one trick for a measly fifty bucks.  Her feet were tired, her legs ached and she was desperately in need of some cocaine.  But with only seventy-five dollars in her purse, she was going to be hurting for the rest of the night.  At the moment, she was standing in a doorway, resting her feet.  She kept a wary eye out for prowling cops.  She didn't want to get busted.  She knew there were several outstanding warrants for her and, if she were caught, she would spend six months in the county jail.  

 

     The ache gone from her feet, she cautiously stepped out onto the sidewalk.  No one noticed her.  Keeping her purse locked under her arm, she set out for the corner of Rose and Freemont, which was about a block away.  Rose Street was the main drag that angled through Heather's little patch of heaven.  Single men in their late-model cars cruised Rose Street from dark to dawn, propositioning the miniskirt-clad hookers who haunted the streets like lost souls.  

     The legitimate businesses had been driven out of the area by a steady influx of flophouses, seedy bars, liquor stores, adult theaters and check-cashing stores.  Pushers hung out on every corner, seemingly unafraid of the police who cruised the streets.  Arriving at the corner, Heather saw two cars stopped at the curb a half block short of the corner.  Four hookers were squabbling over the two johns and two more hookers were headed that way.  For the moment, the corner was open.  Putting on her best walk, Heather strutted out to the traffic signal pole.  Leaning against it, she brought up her leg and propped her high-heel against the pole.  The pose showed a lot of leg, and leg was Heather's finest feature.  

 

     She had a great body, but years of hard living had taken its toll on her face.  No make-up could hide the deep creases and lines that crossed her cheeks and wrinkled the corners of her eyes.  She saw a car, slowing as it neared her.  It stopped short of the corner.  Dropping her foot, she sashayed over to the car.  It was a new Thunderbird.  She leaned down to look at the passenger. Shock jolted her face.  She jerked back from the car.  

     "How they hanging, Heather?"  The vice cop laughed.

     "I'm not doing' nothing'," she whined.

     "You carrying anything?"

     She held open her purse.  "I'm clean, man."

     The cop laughed.  "You keep this up, Heather, and I'm gonna nominate you for the Girl Scouts."  He and the driver chuckled.   "You might as well go home, hon. we are going to be working the street all night," he told her.

     "Man, you guys are ruinin' business.  We ain't had a good day this month.  How 'bout cuttin' us some slack?"

     "No can do, babe.  The sergeant wants scalps.  It's budget time and we need some stats."

     Heather's shoulders slumped.  She knew when she was beaten.  Turning, she angled away from the police car.  The cop called after her.

     "Hey, you can always sell Girl Scout cookies."

     The police car rolled slowly into traffic.  Heather walked sluggishly toward home, ignoring the whistles and lewd comments from the riffraff that populated the street.  She lived in one of the flophouses just off Rose.  It was an ancient, three-story place called the Manor.  At one time it had been one of the finer hotels in the neighborhood, but now it was only one tiny step up from being on the street.  Most of the time, the plumbing didn't work, and when it was working, the electricity didn't.  The thin walls offered absolutely no protection against the screams, grunts, snores and yells that frequently erupted from the rooms.  

 

     As Heather approached the entrance to the hotel, she noticed a black rental car parked at the curb.  It was an expensive car that didn't belong in the neighborhood.  She checked the driver's side door handle, as she passed the car.  It was locked.  Too bad.  Unlocked cars were easy pickings.  

     She opened the front door and entered the hotel.  The desk clerk was asleep behind the counter.  She tiptoed past him without a sound.  She was two weeks behind in her rent.  She was not in the mood for a confrontation with the clerk.  She avoided the elevator.  Even when it worked, which wasn't often, it made enough noise to raise the dead.  Instead, she took the stairs.  Her room was on the third floor.  By the time she reached the third floor landing, she was pooped.  She plodded tiredly down the third floor hallway to Room 308.  

 

     Taking out her key, she unlocked the door.  She stepped quickly inside, and then closed the door.  Her eyes widened with surprise.  There were two men in her room.  One was a big, beefy man named Jeb Hart.  The other was a lean, cruel-faced man who went by the name Eddie Fanzo.  Both men stood up when she entered the room.  Anger made her bold.

     "What are you doin' in my room?" she demanded.

     Hart held up five one hundred dollar bills.  "Willy said you could show us a good time."

     Inwardly, she breathed a sigh of relief.  Willy was her pimp.

     Heather threw her cheap purse down on her cheap dresser.

     "I don't do doubles."

     Hart took another five hundred out of his pocket.  He also showed her two Baggies of white powder.  Her eyes fixed on the drugs.

     "That's too bad.  We're real party animals, ain't we, Eddie?"

     Fanzo was intensely focused on Heather.  There was something sinister in his eyes.

     "What ever you say."

     Hart dropped the bills on the dresser beside her purse.

     "Willy said you went to Berkeley," he said.

     "Yeah, I majored in finance."

     She held out her hand for the bag.  Hart handed it to her.  Stepping over to the dresser, she pawed through a drawer and came up with a hand mirror.   She dumped some of the cocaine on the glass.  She used an old razor blade to cut the coke into several lines.  Fanzo and Hart watched with amusement, as she put her nose down to one of the lines and snorted it.  She sighed.  Hart unzipped her dress.  Fanzo tugged the top of it down to her waist, exposing her large, slightly drooping breasts.  While Fanzo fondled her white, firm, rosebud tipped tits, Hart worked the skin-tight dress over her ass.  Heather never opened her eyes.  She was having a rush like none she had ever experienced.  

 

     The dress dropped to her ankles.  Hart pushed her toward the bed.  Stepping out of the dress, she sat down on the mattress. Fanzo shoved her onto her back.  Hart unzipped his pants.  He pulled out his turgid member.  Fanzo ran his fingers down her belly, and then pawed roughly at the soft mound between her legs.  Hart lowered himself onto the bed, shoving her legs apart.  Leaning forward, he rammed his dick into her, expecting, but not getting any response from her.  She was so high; she didn't feel her body being abused.  Hart rocked back and forth, slamming his pelvis against her's.

     "Turn her on her side," Fanzo ordered.

     Hart grabbed her and rolled onto his side.  He stayed inside her, during the maneuver.  Fanzo slid down his pants.  His penis was at least three inches longer than Hart's.  He rubbed himself until he was hard.  Heather's back was to him.  She was on her side.  Hart was pounding away on her pussy.  Fanzo spread her butt cheeks.  He positioned himself behind her, and then thrust his tumid organ up her anus.  She groaned but didn't open her eyes.  Both men pumped steadily against her.  The bed creaked ominously under the weight of the three heavy bodies.  The headboard banged against the wall with the steady beat of a metronome.  Hart finished first.  With a loud moan, he lunged against her, was still for a moment, and then sagged to the mattress.  Fanzo didn't stop.  He rode her for another fifteen minutes, before collapsing after his climax.

     "That wasn't half bad," Hart smirked.  He had moved to a chair beside the bed.  Smoke from his cigarette drifted up to the stained ceiling.  Fanzo got up off the bed and pulled on his pants.

     "Nothing better than free pussy," he said.  

     Heather was sprawled across the bed, completely oblivious to them.  Fanzo retrieved a fast food, take-out bag from under the bed.  Opening it, he took out a long-bladed knife and a pair of plastic gloves.  He put on the gloves, and then edged around the bed to a position beside Heather.  With lightening quickness, he grabbed a handful of her hair, twisted back her head, and then slashed her throat from ear to ear.  Blood gushed out of her neck in a torrent.  Her eyes snapped open.  For a brief instant, she struggled to get off the bed, and then fell back down on the mattress.  Her body shook convulsively.  With a final violent seizure, she died.  Her eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling.  Fanzo picked up a blanket.  Holding it in front of his body, he methodically stabbed and slashed her body.  Hart stood up.  He glanced down at Fanzo's handiwork.

     "That ought to do it," he advised.

     Fanzo stabbed her one more time, then tossed the knife on the bed beside her.  He took off the plastic gloves.  Taking a plastic bag out of his pocket, he stuffed the gloves in it.

     "Shame to kill her," Hart lamented.  "She was pretty good looking for a hooker."

     "I kind of enjoyed it," Fanzo said.  Going over to the dresser, he collected the hundred dollar bills.

     "Let's get out of here," Hart said, "the shift change is in half an hour."

 

     Lieutenant Ted Tomlinson left the Rose Street Substation just after 11:00 P.M.  Grumbling under his breath, he stalked over to his unmarked car that was parked in the fenced parking lot.  Tomlinson was a skinny man with plain features and a head that was smooth as a billiard ball.  It had been a very busy night and the third-shift detectives had answered over a dozen calls before midnight.  He had been the only detective in the office when a marked unit had called in a possible burglary at a local lumberyard.  Normally, as shift commander, Tomlinson did not respond to calls.  But with all of his men in the field, he had assigned himself the call and let the desk sergeant know he was going out.

Reaching his car, he unlocked the door, threw his briefcase on the back seat, and then plopped down behind the steering wheel.  He turned on the ignition, and then picked up the radio microphone.

     "Four-David-One, to station."

     "Four-David-One," the dispatcher responded.

     "I'll be in service to 3443 West Hadley."

     "Ten-four, Four-David-One."

     He tossed the microphone on the seat.  After years as a detective his movements were automatic.  As he drove out of the parking lot, he checked over his equipment.  Everything seemed in order.  He groped under the seat to make sure his flashlight was there.  It was.  He stopped where the driveway met the street.  As soon as the inside lane was clear, he pulled out onto Rose Street.  He goosed the accelerator, quickly taking the car up to speed.  He did not notice the black rental car that followed his car away from the station.  It took him about seven minutes to reach his destination, a lumber yard a few blocks off of Rose Street.  As he neared the location, he saw that the security light that normally lit the entire yard was out.  He stopped his car in the driveway next to the delivery gate.  After getting out of the car, he used his flashlight to illuminate sections of the lumber storage area.  He heard a car slowing behind him.  Thinking it was a patrol car, he turned to greet the officers.  What he saw sent him diving behind his car.  Two men with machine guns were standing beside a black car.  

 

                                                                                                          

 Chapter Six – A Dead Keystone Cop Isn’t Funny

 

 

 

     As Tomlinson dove behind his car, they opened fire.  Fanzo and Hart hosed down the unmarked police car with a steady stream of bullets.  The tires exploded, the windows shattered, the sheet metal twisted and ricochets howled through the air like demons.  Tomlinson hugged the ground with all of his strength.  He tried to make his body sink into the dirt.  Bullets careened by him.  Several ripped through his clothing without hitting flesh.  He knew he had to do something: if he stayed where he was, they were going to kill him.  Barely raising his head, he peeked around for a way out.  He saw a shallow drainage ditch, a few feet away that ran parallel with the road.  It was filled with muck and debris.  Keeping as low to the ground as possible, he belly crawled to the ditch.  Just as he reached it, a bullet hit the car's gas tank, and it erupted in a mushroom cloud of flame and smoke.  

 

     The concussion slammed into Fanzo and Hart, knocking them backwards into the side of their car.  Tomlinson's body sank a foot into the muddy ditch.  He scuttled away from the burning car like a wounded crab.  His movements were shielded from Fanzo and Hart by the blaze.  Two hundred feet from the car, Tomlinson stood up behind a tree.  He peeked around it in time to see Fanzo and Hart get back into the black rental car.  It spun around in a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn and fishtailed onto a side street.  Engine roaring, it plunged around a corner and was gone.  Tomlinson turned away from his burning car and slunk into the darkness.

 

     Union City, Pennsylvania slept under a blanket of darkness.  A thick bank of clouds settled on the city and it began to rain.  Not a gentle rain, but a beating, driving rain that quickly filled the gutters and overflowed the storm sewers.  What little traffic there was on State Route Six was slowed to a crawl as standing water formed shallow lakes on the pavement.  Graham's white van slowed in the westbound lane of State Route Six as it neared a truck stop on the edge of town.  Graham peered out through the windshield at the nearly deserted buildings that were clustered near the exit ramp.  There were only a few trucks parked in the huge lot behind the truck stop.  Graham steered the van under one of the canopies that covered the gas pumps.  He glanced warily around before shutting off the engine.  There was no one in sight.  He hurriedly filled the gas tank, and then went inside to pay for the gas.  The cashier was the only person around.  She yawned as he stepped up to the register.

     "Pump one, right?"

     "Yeah."

     "That'll be twenty-two dollars."

     He counted out the money onto the counter.

     "Pay phone?" 

     She pointed toward a line of pay phones in the back of the room.  She rang up his purchase.

     "You want a receipt?"

     "No."

     He walked over to the bank of phones.  Lifting one of the receivers, he punched a long, complex code into the phone.  A second later, he punched in another set of numbers.  His party's phone began to ring.  After three rings, someone answered the phone.

     "This is Graham.  I want my money."

     He listened for a moment.

     "I don't care.  You tried to double-cross me--Fahad was gonna kill me, but I greased him first."

     He listened again.

     "You think I'm stupid?  Fahad didn't have enough brains to set me up."

     His face contorted with anger.

     "Here's the deal.  You better have my money next time I call, or I'm coming after you.  And there ain't no place you can hide."

     Graham slammed down the receiver.  He walked by the startled clerk without a backwards glance.

 

     It was very late when Troy and Amber finally took the time to eat.  It had taken them four hours to inventory all of the weapons in the warehouse and to mark each one with an evidence tag.  Even with a team of agents and techs helping them, it had been a long and tedious job.  After finishing the inventory, they had gone to Troy's office to write up their reports of the incident.  Two hours later, they walked tiredly into Moby Dick's restaurant.  It was only two blocks from the office.  Moby Dick's was more of a dive than a restaurant.  Certainly, it had never been mentioned in any newspaper's "best of" listings, except as a place to avoid.

 

     A bar occupied one side of the restaurant.  It did a brisk business most of the time.  The half-dozen patrons draped on the barstools were regulars.  Two television sets blared out two different sports channels.  The regulars kept up running conversations with Moby Dick, the restaurant's owner and bartender.  Moby was listlessly drying glasses and stacking them in the racks above the bar.  Troy and Amber found a booth in the back.  As soon as they were seated, a frazzled older waitress with thinning gray hair wandered over to their table.

     "Evening, folks, what'll it be?" she asked.

     "Two drafts and two combo platters," Troy ordered.

     "You sure you want to eat a combo this late?"

     "What the hell, we all have to die sometime."

     "Suit yourself.  It's your stomach lining."

     She plodded over to the bar and threw their check on the counter in front of Moby.  

     "What was that all about?" Amber asked.  

     "I've been coming here for years.  Jean and I always joke about the food."

     Moby trudged out of the kitchen.  His cooking togs were grease-splattered and dirty.  Scratching his butt, he headed for the bathroom.  He nodded to Troy as he passed their table.

     "Yo, Moby, how's the ulcer?"

     "Givin' me fits, pal," he griped.

     Moby disappeared into the bathroom.

     "Please tell me he's going to wash his hands before he cooks our dinners?"

     "He usually does," Troy quipped.

     Amber grimaced.  She suddenly didn't feel like eating.

     She changed the subject.  "What are we going to do tomorrow?"

     "Try to identify the guy who was in the elevator with Fahad.  I think he's the key to this thing."

     "Do you think Adair was involved?"

     Troy leaned back in the booth.  

     "You've seen the evidence, what do you think?"

     "Uhh--well--umm--it seems cut and dried.  Everything points to him."

     "Does that bother you?"

     The waitress arrived with their beer. "Your food should be up in a couple of minutes."  She returned to the bar.

     "I don't know, should it?"

     "If Crawford came in right now and said you had been transferred to California to head the San Diego office, what would you say?"

     "I'd say it was too good to be true."

     "The case against Adair is too good to be true."

     Moby walked by their table.  He looked sick.

     "I think I'm going to skip eating," Amber said.  "I've lost my appetite."

 

     The next morning, Amber found Troy, sitting by himself in the darkened side room, repeatedly watching the assassination tape.  She stood beside his chair and watched the entire sequence in slow motion.  She dropped into a chair.

     "You see anything new?"

     "Not really.  I don't know what it is, but something about this tape bothers me.  Something just isn't right."

     "They just found a storage locker in Adair's name with two-hundred thousand bucks in it.  They traced the cash to a bank that's owned by Steve Starr."

     Troy started the tape over again.  The President was standing on the stage.  He knocked his cue cards off of the podium.  He bent down to pick them up.  The First Lady's head snapped back from the impact of the bullet.

     "God, this is frustrating."

     "Maybe we should go take a look at the office.  It might jog your brain."

     "Why not." 

     Troy turned off the VCR.  Amber led the way, as they exited the side room into the main Task Force office.  The room was a madhouse of activity.  Potts and Crawford were standing beside the conference table deep in conversation.  Troy and Amber started toward the door.  Crawford saw them.  He stepped in front of them.

     "Where is my list?"

     "We're working on it," Troy explained.

     "It's probably a waste of time, but finish it anyway.  We're just about ready to arrest Starr."

     "What's the big rush?  You might be stepping on your dick." Troy said.

     Crawford scowled.  "What's that supposed to mean?"

     "I don't think Adair did it.  I think it's a frame.  Everything's falling into place too damn easy."

     Troy and Amber didn't notice that Potts was listening closely to their conversation.

     "Well, boy wonder, if Adair didn't do it, who did?" he sneered.

     Troy fought to control his temper.  He had a sudden urge to smash Crawford's face.

     "Maybe it was the Iraqis, or the Serbs, or maybe it was someone who hated the First Lady.  I don't know.  That's not the point.  Why don't we slow down and check out all of our leads before we arrest Starr.  What's it going to hurt?"

     Crawford shook his head with disgust.

     "Just do the damn list.  I don't need your shit."

     Crawford angrily stalked away.

     Troy turned to Amber.  "Took that well, didn't he?"

     "In his usual, open-minded way."

     They laughed.

     Crawford walked over to the conference table.  An investigator handed him a document for his signature.  Crawford's pen was lying on the table.  Reaching down, he tried to pick it up.  It was glued tightly to the table.  Crawford struggled to free it from the glue.

Investigators all over the office were discreetly watching him.  He swept the office with a murderous glance, and then slammed his briefcase against the pen.  It popped free.  He put it in his pocket.

     "Somebody's gonna pay," he warned.  

     Hushed laughter followed him out the door.

     Troy noticed that Clyde wasn't anywhere in sight.

 

     Troy used a key from the concierge to get into Suite 1508.  Once he and Amber were inside the office, they could see that the lab techs had been there.  The walls were streaked with black fingerprint powder.  The hole in the outer wall was much larger.  The lab techs had cut out enough of the wall to take the previous hole and the wall surrounding it.  They walked to one of the windows and looked out.  The Mall stretched in front of them.

     "You know what the toughest part of shooting long range is?" Troy asked.

     "Hitting the target," Amber replied.

     Troy laughed.  "That's always a problem, but the biggest problem is wind."

     "Why?"

     "A bullet fired at long range is deflected by the wind as it travels to its target.  If the wind shifts direction three times during the bullet's flight, the bullet changes directions three times.  It may not be much, but at eight-hundred yards, it could be a couple of feet."

     Amber pointed at something in the distance.

     "Is that the stage?"

     "Yep."

     "That's a long way."

     "A professional marksman takes wind into consideration before he shoots.  He adjusts where he aims by how much wind is blowing.  An amateur ignores the wind factor."

     Amber walked over and looked at the hole through the outside wall.

     "You think the Iraqis are somehow involved in the shooting, right?"

     "I don't know that they are, but they certainly could be.  We know that Tal Fahad has some sort of relationship with Max Zenger, and that Zenger supplies weapons to most of Sadam's terrorist groups.  My guess is that Guy Fahad was in this office on behalf of his brother.  Maybe to make sure the job was done right."

     Amber returned to the window.

     "Your theory is that the guy in the elevator with Fahad is the shooter?"

     "Bingo."

     "Who killed Fahad?"

     "Unless there was someone else out in the garage, it had to be the shooter."

     "But why would he kill Fahad?"

     Troy shrugged.  "I don't know.  Maybe they had an argument or something."

     "You're going to have a hard time changing Crawford's mind."

     "That's why I'm not even going to try.  I'm not going to say anything about the Iraqi angle until we have proof."

     "That's probably the best approach."

 

     They decided to walk from the Ramsey Building to the Mall.  It was a nice day and many other people were out on the streets, enjoying the pleasant weather.  They strolled at a leisurely pace to give them time to talk.  Troy was impressed by Amber's grasp of the situation.  For a new agent, she was pretty damn sharp.  She had also made a good accounting of herself at the warehouse.  She had been very cool under pressure.  Troy turned his thoughts back to the shooting.  They walked for a block without saying anything.

     "How many partners have you had?" she asked.

     He thought a moment.  "Three."

     "Did you get along with any of them?"

     "Getting along wasn't the problem.  All of them were good investigators but they just didn't have the same intensity for the cases that I did.  I have twenty-four hours a day to work cases.  I don't have a life other than this job.  If something comes up on a case, and I need to work forty hours straight, I do it.  I don't let anything else interfere with my investigations."

     "So, if you don't like partners, why are we together?"

     "I'm keeping you away from Crawford.  If you're out of the office, he can't harass you."

     "Why do you care?"

     "I hate his guts."

     They stopped at a traffic light.  

     "Don't you go on dates, or out with the guys?" she asked.












     The light changed.  They crossed the street.

     "Not recently.  When I was married to Dawn, I used to go out every night and drink, but that was just to get away from her.  After we got divorced, I quit drinking."

     "What about women?"

     "Dates?"

     "Friends, lovers, whatever."

     "I dated one of the girls from the office for a couple of months, but she had two kids and was just looking for someone to help pay the bills.  What about you?"

     She giggled.  "I haven't had a date since college.  Most guys I meet think I'm too hard.  They want someone who is soft, cuddly and helpless, not a black belt who can kick their butt.  I intimidate the hell out of them.  I hung around with a couple of guys at the academy, but they were too chicken to ask me out.  They were afraid they would get in trouble for fraternizing."

     Troy stopped at the edge of a parking lot where they could see the Ramsey Building.  

     "Someone shooting from that office would need a way to read the wind currents between him and the stage.  On a target range they have little flags."

     Amber pointed to the tops of the streetlights, which are still decorated from the Presidential rally.  

     "Like those?"

     Troy studied the flags.  Some of them rippled in a light breeze.

     "I'll be damned," he exclaimed.

     "It seems to me that if those flags were put there for the shooter, this thing is way bigger than we thought," she proposed.

     Troy didn't answer immediately.  He was assimilating the new information into his thoughts.  

     "Anybody could have put the flags up," he said.

     "Yeah, but who did it?"

     "I don't know, but we need to check it out.  You know, since we're already down here, there's somebody we can talk to."

 

     The Washington, D.C. Metropolitan Correction Facility was housed in a high-rise building a few blocks from the J. Edgar Hoover Building.  It was a bleak, gray building that had narrow slits for windows.  The top of the building was covered with steel cables to protect it from helicopter-mounted assaults.  It was home to four hundred federal prisoners, whose crimes ranged from bank fraud to murder.  Visitors entered the facility through a well-guarded entrance on the front of the building.  Prisoners and law- men entered through a back door.  Troy and Amber identified themselves to a guard and were allowed into the building via the back door.  After checking their weapons, they were escorted to an interrogation room on the Tenth Floor.  They sat down at a small table and waited for the guards to bring the prisoner.

     "You want to Mutt and Jeff him?" Amber asked.

     Troy shook his head.  "We don't know enough.  It would be a waste of time."

     Two guards led the prisoner into the room.  He was one of the Iraqis who had been in the shoot-out at the warehouse.  His name was Kamal.  He was wearing prison coveralls.  He was around five foot two inches tall and couldn't have weighed more than one hundred and thirty pounds.  The guards sat him in a chair across the table from Troy and Amber and then left.  Kamal looked sullenly at the floor.

     "I'm Agent Barclay and this is Agent Neilson.  We want to talk to you about the warehouse," Troy told him.

     "I have nothing to say to you." His thick accent made him hard to understand.  He didn't look at Amber.

     "If you cooperate, you may walk," Troy said.

     Kamal spit on the floor.  He sneered at them.

     "I would rather have my eyes cut out."

     "Twenty years hard time, pal, that's what you're looking at," Troy warned.

     Kamal remained defiant.

     "We know all about you, Kamal.  How are those two little girls of yours going to do without a dad?" Amber interjected.

     "They will be fine.  Hammad will take care--"

     Realizing he said too much, Kamal shut up.

     "Where were the guns going to be shipped?"

     Kamal ignored Troy's question.

     "Where is Max?"  Kamal ignored Amber too.  He looked down at the floor.

 

     After leaving the jail, they walked back to the J. Edgar Hoover Building.  It was warmer and there were fewer people on the streets.  Troy was hungry.  Glancing at his watch, he saw it was too early to eat lunch.  He noticed that Amber seemed preoccupied.      "We'll give him a couple of days to think things over, then try again," he said.

     Amber looked sideways at him.

     "Troy--uhh--can you--uhh--do me a favor?"

     "Depends."

     "My--uhh--mom and--uhh--dad's fiftieth wedding anniversary is tonight and my date canceled on me.  Well--uhh--I want to show up with somebody, and--umm--I don't know anyone else to ask.  It would just be for show."

     Troy smirked at her.

     "What's in it for me?"

     "Old wedding cake."

     Troy laughed.

     "Do I have to dress up?"

     "Just a sports coat."

     "Okay, but I'm warning you, I cry at weddings and anniversaries."

 

     Graham arrived in Detroit, Michigan just after 1:00 P.M.  He had traveled west on Interstate 90 to Interstate 75, which took him north to Detroit.  As his van approached the downtown area, he saw the tall spires of the Renaissance Center, rising over the city.  He followed the freeway signs to the exit that took him to the hotel complex.  The Renaissance Center was actually a combination of hotel, office, and retail space.  It was a huge place with an inside atrium that soared ten stories into the air.  Glass elevators carried passengers up through the atrium and out onto the side of the towers where they saw spectacular views of the city.  Graham drove the van into one of the vast underground parking garages near the hotel tower.  Graham was extremely wary.  He had his Glock in his lap with a round in the chamber.  He was bone numbing tired.  He had tried to sleep in roadside rest areas but the slowly building anger in his guts had kept him awake.  

 

     Every time he thought about how they had tried to cheat him, he got angry all over again.  Earlier in the day, he had placed a call to his contact to set up a drop for the money.  Supposedly, they were going to have the million dollars ready for him.  God help them if they don't.  Graham parked the white van near the elevators.  He positioned the van for a quick getaway.  He sat in the van and watched the garage for several minutes.  People converged on the elevators from all over the parking garage.  Many of them were dressed in clown costumes.  They all appeared to be having a great time.  Most of them were acting like complete idiots.  

 

     A group of a dozen clowns walked by the van.  They took an elevator to the lobby.  The moment the elevator doors closed, Graham got out of the van.  He didn't see anyone else around.  He hurried to the elevator.  He rode the cab up to the lobby by himself.  The elevator opened near the front desk.  Graham stepped out into the lobby and hurriedly moved behind a large pillar.  He took a moment to get his bearings.  Hundreds of people were milling around inside the giant atrium.  Balconies jutted out into the atrium from the floors above.  People leaned over the balconies to see the floors below.  

 

     Restaurants on several of the levels were doing a brisk business.  Graham scanned the crowd for any sign of danger.  No one seemed to be paying him the slightest bit of attention.  He saw clowns everywhere.  They were part of a Shriner's Convention that was meeting at the hotel.  Dozens and dozens of clowns were prowling around the atrium.  Once in a while, one clown would recognize another clown and there would be a great deal of backslapping and hand shaking.  There was lots of noise and confusion around Graham.  After inspecting the area one last time, Graham melted into the crowd.  He buried himself in a group of clowns who were slowly circling the atrium.  Graham was very cautious.  His eyes never stopped moving.  Some of the clowns had gag items like squirt guns and cap guns.  Graham made his way to a white paging phone.  He picked up the receiver.

     "Front desk, please."

     He waited a moment before someone at the front desk answered.

     "This is Mister Flowers.  I have a bag checked with the bell captain.  I would like a bellhop to bring it to the lobby of the West Tower."

     He watched a uniformed cop walk by him.

     "The claim number is 456-123," Graham said.

     The cop stopped to speak with a hotel security man.  Graham turned his back to the cop.

     "Five minutes, that will be fine."

     He hung up the phone.  He rejoined the crowd that was slowly circling the atrium.  He found himself in a different group of Shriners who were dressed as Keystone Cops.  They were an obnoxious bunch that seemed to get a thrill out of bothering other guests.  They annoyed Graham, who ducked away from them near a hallway that intersected the atrium.  He stopped next to a pay phone.  From this vantage point, he could see into the hallway that lead back to the hotel lobby.  A short time later, a bellhop appeared.  He was carrying a small suitcase.  Graham made sure that he was alone, then cut him off.  The bellhop stopped.

     "That wouldn't by any chance be for Mister Flowers, would it?" Graham asked.

     "You got it," the bellhop answered.

     Graham held out a twenty-dollar bill.

     "I had to change my plans.  I'm flying to New York.  Here's twenty bucks for your trouble."

     The bellhop took the money.  As he started to hand the suitcase to Graham, he looked past Graham's right shoulder.  His eyes widened.  One of the Keystone Cops was standing about thirty feet behind Graham.  He had a silenced pistol pointed at Graham's back. 

 

  

 Chapter Seven – Loose Ends and a Party

 

  

     Graham saw the bellhop's eyes focus behind him.  He instantly leaped to one side.  The Keystone Cop fired.  The bellhop was knocked backwards to the floor by the bullet.  Graham drew his Glock with blinding speed and shot the Keystone Cop in the face.  The Keystone Cop staggered a few feet, and then fell on his face.  Several women screamed.  A half-dozen people rushed to get away from the shooting.  Two more Keystone Cops ran out of the crowd.  Before Graham could grab the suitcase, one of them fired two silenced rounds at him.  Jumping over the bellhop's body, Graham ran down the hallway with the two Keystone Cops on his heels.  

 

     Graham hauled ass.  He careened around corners, slamming into guests and hotel employees.  He ran through a packed restaurant with the two Keystone Cops closing on him.  He spotted a stairway that led to a lower level.  He jumped over a rail to the stairs below, then fled down to the next level.  The two Keystone Cops never slowed.  They sprinted down the steps onto the lower landing, right into an ambush.  Graham stepped out from behind a post.  He fired two times, dropping both men.  The shots echoed loudly through the lower level.  Graham ran along a narrow service corridor.  He came to a door.  Stuffing his gun under his arm, he pushed through the door into the hotel kitchen.  Dozens of cooks were preparing lunch.  Graham dashed across the kitchen, bumping into people and food preparation tables.  

 

     He exited the kitchen into a wide, service corridor that lead from the loading dock to the service elevator.  As he started toward the service elevator, he heard a shout behind him.  Turning, he saw three clowns armed with silenced pistols coming at him from the loading dock.  One brought his pistol to bear on Graham who ducked behind a passing waiter.  The clown fired.  The waiter, shot through the shoulder, spun around and crashed into a cart loaded with pots and pans.  Graham hurled himself behind an ice machine just as the other two clowns opened fire.  Bullets smashed into the ice machine, tearing out hunks of metal.  

 

      Graham lunged through a double set of doors into the dining room.  He bolted across the crowded room.  The clowns were right behind him.  He darted from table to table, staying low, so that the clowns couldn't get off a shot. A guest stepped in his way.  Without slowing, Graham slugged him in the head with his pistol.  The man collapsed onto the table.  It flipped over.  He heard screams and yells behind him.  The clowns charged after him.  Graham raced out into the lobby.  He headed straight for the front entrance.  

 

     Startled guests scrambled to get out of his way.  He sideswiped a cart loaded with suitcases.  They scattered on the floor.  A hotel security guard blocked Graham's path.  Graham flattened him with a shoulder to the chest.  The clowns tore out of the restaurant.  Spreading out, they sprinted across the lobby.  Graham exploded out of the hotel at a dead run.  He saw a car jockey, helping a woman into her Nissan 300 ZX.  Graham dashed around the car, jerked the screaming woman out, and slid behind the steering wheel.  He started the engine and let out the clutch at the same time.  The car leapt away from the entrance.  The clowns rushed out of the hotel.  They fired at the 300 ZX, but didn't hit anything critical.  

 

     They ran to two cars parked in the driveway.  They jumped into the cars and took off after the 300 ZX.  Graham raced down the driveway, directly into the path of an approaching patrol car.  He swerved around the patrol car, lost control of the 300 ZX and skidded across the curb and onto a wide expanse of lawn.  Fishtailing side to side, the car rocketed toward a concrete retaining wall.  Graham fought for control.  The two cars carrying the clowns roared down the driveway to the street.  The patrol car swung in a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn and chased after them.  

     Graham had one chance to keep from crashing.  Turning the steering wheel hard to the left, he punched the accelerator.  The engine screamed as the engine's rpm's hit the red line.  The rear tires spun, then caught, sending the little car flying across the lawn.  It rolled across the sidewalk, slashed through a short hedge and shot out onto a busy street.  Horns blared, as cars scattered in a dozen directions.  Unable to stop, a truck plowed into two cars.  The 300 ZX plunged into the oncoming lane, veered around a skidding car, then angled across the street into the correct lane.  Pursued by the two clown cars and the patrol car, the 300 ZX fled from downtown Detroit.  

 

     Graham was an excellent driver.  He whipped in and out of traffic like a pinball.  The pursuing cars struggled to stay up with the 300 ZX.  Another patrol car joined the chase.  Graham saw he was approaching a freeway.  A long line of cars waited at a traffic light to make a right turn onto the entrance ramp.  Graham steered the screaming 300 ZX around the line of cars.  Reaching the traffic light, he hit the brakes and spun the steering wheel to the right.  The car skidded across the intersection, and then lunged down the entrance ramp as Graham poured on the horsepower.  

     By the time the 300 ZX hit the bottom of the ramp, it was going one hundred miles an hour.  The pursuit vehicles couldn't make the turn.  One patrol car and one clown car collided.  Both vehicles slid into an embankment and overturned.  The remaining two cars careened onto the entrance ramp and raced after the 300 ZX.  Graham saw them in the rear view mirror.  He glanced up the sloping wall of the sunken freeway.  Turning the steering wheel to the right, he aimed the speeding 300 ZX up the slope.  

 

     Bouncing across the curb, the Z streaked up the sloping embankment, flew into the air, and landed on a side road in a cloud of smoke and sparks.  It wavered, nearly wrecked, and then righted itself.  Trailing an exhaust pipe, it tore away like a guided missile.  The patrol car tried to follow the 300 ZX up the slope.  It made it halfway up the slope, lost power and rolled back down the hill.  The last clown car merged onto the freeway and quickly lost itself in traffic.  Graham had made a clean getaway.

 

     Troy watched the assassination tape for what seemed like the hundredth time.  He knew he was getting stale on it, but something about it still eluded him.  Amber walked into the side room, carrying a file, and dropped it on the table in front of him.

     "Any luck?"

     He picked up the file. "Nahh, what's this?"

     "Remember when Kamal said that Hammad was going to take care of his kids?  Well, I got to thinking, and I came up with a last name for Hammad.  It's Elsaad.  Hammad Elsaad.  Get this; he was part of the group who bombed the World Trade Center.  He wasn't indicted because they couldn't get enough evidence, but he was part of it."

     "You're kidding," Troy said excitedly.  He opened the file.  "What was the name of that group?"

     "The Iraqi Revolutionary Council."

     "That's it.  This may be the connection we're looking for.  Ya done good, kid.  You don't try to assassinate the President over a little gun-running, but this makes it a whole new ball game."

     Amber sat down next to Troy.  She was wearing her usual outfit; a pair of light brown slacks, a dark brown sports jacket, a white blouse and soft-sole loafers.  Troy suddenly wondered how she would look in a short skirt and heels, with her hair down and a touch of make-up.  He tried to picture her in his mind, but the image just wouldn't materialize.

     "You think they were after revenge?"

     "What else?  Killing the President would give them tremendous standing in the Middle East.  If Saddam Hussein was behind the bombing, then it's good odds he was behind this too."

     "If it was him, we'll never get him."

     "No, but we can get everybody else who is left in this country.  I think it's time we paid Tal Fahad and his friends another visit."

     "I don't want to bug you, but remember tonight."

     "You want me to pick you up?"

     "Don't bother.  I'll drive my own car."

     Clyde Fuller wandered into the side room.  He leaned against the table.

     "How can you tell if an Arkansas girl is a virgin?"

     "We give up," Troy answered for both of them.

     "She can outrun her uncle."

     Troy and Amber laughed.

    "Old Crawford's really pissed at whoever glued his briefcase and pen to the table," Clyde continued.  "I heard he whined about it to the Director."

     "What an idiot," Troy scoffed. 

     "Somebody else told me he's setting a trap for whoever did it.  A word to the wise."  Clyde wandered back out to the main office.

     "What was that about?" Amber asked.

     "He thinks I'm the one who did it."

     "Did you?"

     "I'll never tell," he grinned.

 

     The First Lady was given a funeral every bit as splendid and regal as any deceased President.  The funeral procession made its way slowly up Pennsylvania Avenue where several hundred spectators lined both sides of the street.  At the head of the procession was an honor guard of soldiers who represented every branch of the armed forces.  A black, horse-drawn hearse followed the honor guard.  Behind the hearse was the Presidential limousine.  Two black, heavily armored, Secret Service cars provided security for the President.  After the Presidential limousine came dozens of limousines that carried friends, family, and foreign dignitaries.   Motorcycle cops roared along each side of the street, keeping back the curious onlookers.  Secret Service agents prowled through the crowd, watching for another assassination attempt on the President.  Security was very tight.  The spectators were silent as the hearse passed by them.  Some of them put their hands over their hearts in a gesture of respect.

 

     The procession traveled to Arlington Cemetery.  It wound its way through the immaculate grounds to one of the aboveground mausoleums.  The First Lady was to be buried in an ornate crypt.  Thousands of flowers decorated the area around the crypt.  An honor guard carried the coffin from the hearse to a raised platform near the gravesite.  At least four hundred mourners were gathered around a canopy that overshadowed the platform.  The President and his grown children stood near the coffin.  Tears ran down the President's cheeks.  His children and close friends comforted him.  Many of the people in the immediate vicinity of the crypt were crying.  The honor guard draped a flag over the coffin.  The ceremony lasted an hour, and when it was done, the coffin was lifted into the crypt.  A freelance cameraman took a poignant picture of the President, as he said his last farewell to his wife.  The picture made the cover of all the weekly magazines and increased the President's popularity by a full ten percent.

 

     Kamal was sitting on his bunk, when a new guard opened his cell door.  The man motioned for him to leave the cell.

     "Come on," Eddie Fanzo ordered, "Hammad's man wants to talk to you."

     Hearing Hammad's name, Kamal readily stepped out of the cell.

     Fanzo followed him out of the cellblock.  They went through a series of electronically locked doors that Fanzo opened with a special card.  They took an elevator to one of the lower levels.  When the elevator doors opened, Kamal saw they were in the prison kitchen.  Trustees in white uniforms were cooking the noon meal.  Kamal looked quizzically at Fanzo.

     "What is this?  Why are we here?"

     Fanzo shoved him out of the elevator.

     "Hammad's man works in the back," he said.

     Fanzo lead him through a maze of tables and equipment to a walk-in freezer on the far side of the room.  The freezer was at the end of a short corridor.  Beside it was a smaller unit known as a quick freeze.  It was slightly larger than a small closet.  Fanzo opened the door of the quick freeze.  He motioned for Kamal to walk in ahead of him.  Reluctantly, Kamal ventured several steps into the quick freeze.  He realized something was wrong.  As he turned to say something, Fanzo clubbed him in the head with a blackjack.  Without a sound, Kamal sank to the floor.  Fanzo closed the door.  He padlocked the handle, and then walked back into the main part of the kitchen.  On his way to the elevator, he grabbed a couple of cookies.  

 

     At the Task Force office, Amber was studying a file she had found on Hammad.  It was an older case that had been closed for several years.  As she thumbed through the file, Crawford walked over to her desk.

     "Three guys from New York are coming in to National at four.  Pick them up and take them to their hotels and then come back here."

     "I'm busy," Amber retorted, "why don't you send someone else?"

     Crawford leaned down beside her ear.  "You career is hanging by a thread, Agent Neilson, and I'm the guy who can cut that thread.  I'd suggest you get out there and pick them up, before I get upset."

     Amber slammed the file down on the desk.  Grabbing her purse, she stamped angrily out of the office. 

 

     The reception for Amber's parents was being held at the Grand Hyatt Washington, which was located on "H" Street.  Guests arrived in limos and luxury cars.  Everyone was dressed in their finest eveningwear.  The men wore black ties and tails, and the ladies wore an assortment of expensive evening gowns.  Carhops ran around like mad men, trying to park the sudden glut of cars.  Troy stood under the hotel marquis near the front door.  He was wearing slacks and a dark, sports jacket.  A late-model Cadillac stopped under the hotel portico.  A carhop ran to open the door for the arriving guest.  Amber got out of the car.  She spotted Troy and walked over to join him.  Troy saw that she was dressed in the same blue slacks and sports jacket combo that was her normal Monday morning attire.

     "Nice car," Troy commented.

     "It's dad's from last year.  He gets a new one every year.  He gives me the old one."

     "Somehow I had the impression you were as broke as me."

     "Broker.  I'm still paying off my student loans."

     "If your dad wants to adopt a son, I'm available."

     "I dare you to say that after you meet him."

     "Shall we go?"

     "Why not."

 

     They wandered around the hotel until they found the ballroom.  Inside, at least two hundred guests were milling around.  Troy and Amber found an empty table and sat down.  Troy noticed that all of the other men were wearing tuxes.  

     "Are we under dressed or what?"

     Amber's face was scarlet.  "He did it again," she said through tight, angry lips.  "He specifically told me it was casual."

     "I take it you and your old man don't get along that well?"

     "That's an understatement."

     A banner across the front of the room read: HAPPY 50TH, GENE AND MARY.  A band struck up a dance tune.  A number of couples headed for the dance floor in the center of the room.  Soon they were whirling around the floor.  

     "This is some party.  Your parents must know everybody in Washington."

     "Dad's retired Army.  He was a two-star general."

     "Which ones are your parents?"

     Amber discreetly pointed to a short, balding man who was standing next to a pretty, older woman.

     "You mind dancing?" Amber asked.

     Standing, Troy offered her his hand.

     "With pleasure."

     They walked to the dance floor.  When a space appeared in the herd, they joined the other dancers.

     "Do you have family here?" she asked.

     "My mom and dad are dead."

     "I'm sorry."

     "No big deal.  I have a brother in Denver.  He and I don't see each other very often."

     Amber's dad saw them and motioned for them to come over to his table.  He was conversing with a group of men.  Holding hands, they left the dance floor and worked their way over to his table.  Amber and her dad didn't hug.  There was tension between them.

     "Dad, I'd like you to meet Troy Barclay.  Troy, this is my dad, Gene Neilson."

     The two men shook hands.  Gene turned to his friends.

     "This is Amber--the son I never had."

     Some of the men snickered at his remark.  Troy saw that it bothered Amber.  

     "Amber's with the FBI...at least for the moment.  Personally, I just don't see the need for women in the FBI, or the service for that matter."

     "Keep 'em at home, barefoot and pregnant, right, Dad?"

     "It's a man's world, honey, and it always will be, am I right, Gentlemen?"

     Some of them nodded, others voiced their approval.

     "Women do fine during peace time, but when it comes to war, men carry the yoke.  There's never been a woman born who could cut it in combat.  I served under General Reeder, one of the finest officers this great country has ever produced.  He fought women being allowed into the service until his dying day."

     Gene hoisted his glass.

     "To General Reeder," Gene toasted.

     The men at the table drank to the general.

     "I'm surprised you feel that way about him, sir," Troy declared.

     Gene looked at him with surprise. "Why's that?"

     "We've always heard he was gay--him and most of his staff.  It's common knowledge in the Bureau.  I thought you knew," Troy said.

     Gene turned bright red.  His friends eyed him questioningly.

     "It's a lie.  I was on his staff and there wasn't a limp wrist in the bunch."

     Troy grabbed Amber's hand.  He pulled her toward the dance floor.

     "I'm sure you'd know, sir."

     Amber was astounded.  She followed Troy to the dance floor.  Before they stepped out onto the floor, Amber grabbed his hand.

     "Was he really gay?"

     "Hell if I know.  I just wanted to bring the loudmouth down a notch or two.  What an opinionated blowhard."

     "Troy, he's my dad.  Show some respect."

     "Why, he was ripping you?"

     "He didn't mean it.  He was just talking."

     "Respect isn't a gift, it's something you earn.  It seems to me that if your dad can't show you the respect you've earned, you don't owe him any.  Humiliating you in front of those assholes isn't my idea of fatherly love.  If he can't accept you as a woman, then maybe it's time you said goodbye."

     Amber didn't say anything during the next dance.  She was thinking about what Troy had said.

     

     They stayed at the party until Gene and Mary ate their fifty-year old wedding cake, then politely excused themselves.  They found an exit that opened onto a side street.  Pushing through the doorway, they stepped out onto the sidewalk near the middle of the block.  The door shut behind them.  It was a dark night.  They stopped just outside the door until their eyes could adjust to the darkness.  A few cars passed on the street.  A solid line of cars was parked next to the curb.  A street light at the far end of the street cast a few rays of light in their direction.

     "How did you get started in karate?"

     "It was my old man's idea.  He figured that having a tough daughter was better than not having a son.  He enrolled me in my first class on my fifth birthday.  From then until I joined the FBI, karate was my life."

     "What, you got your black belt when you were fifteen?"

     "Twelve."

     "That's pretty young."

     "What about you, where did you learn?"

     Troy watched a car go by before he replied.  "When I was a kid, I was pretty much of a loner.  My parents couldn't figure out what to do with me, so they took me down and signed me up for a year.  It got me out of their hair, so they just kept paying for the lessons."

     "How awful," she said.

     "It kept me off the streets."

     "We better call it a night.  Thanks for coming."

     "Hey, I had a good time," he told her.

     Amber started across the street toward her car.  Troy ambled along the sidewalk toward the streetlight.  His car was parked under it.  He is about halfway to his car, when he heard a racing car engine.  Turning, he saw a car with its headlights off, barreling down on him.  

 

 

 Chapter Eight – Making Friends

 

 

     The car was on the sidewalk.  It barely fit between the building and the parked cars that lined the curb.  Sparks showered off of its fenders, as it ground against the building.  Troy had a microsecond to respond.  Amber saw the car headed right for him.  She screamed.

     "Troy, look out!"

     At the last second, Troy leaped high in the air, grabbing a power line that hung down from the building.  With a powerful flex of his shoulders, he yanked himself above the roof of the speeding car.  It roared under him at sixty miles per hour.  Troy dropped back to the sidewalk, drew his gun, and fired two shots at the speeding car.  It skittered across the sidewalk back onto the street.  As it passed under the streetlight, Troy got a good look at the driver.   Amber rushed over to him.  He shakily leaned against the building.

     "Are you okay?"

     Troy was breathing hard.  It took him a moment to speak.

     "Fine--fine--just shaking like hell."

     Amber hugged him.

     "Did you get a plate?"

     "No numbers but it was from California."

     Amber released him.  

     "We better call the cops and your office."

     A dozen blocks away Eddie Fanzo ditched the battered car with the California plates in an alley.  It wasn't found until the next morning.

 

     Sitting behind his desk, Franklin looked tired.  It was late and they had just finished telling him what had happened.  He was dressed in casual clothes that appeared to have been pulled from the laundry hamper on short notice.  

     "You have any idea who it was?" he queried Troy.

     "Probably the Iraqis.  I'm not real popular with them right now.  I can't think of anyone else who wants me dead--other than my ex-wife and a certain FBI agent."

     Troy and Amber were still in the same clothes they had worn to the reception.  They were both tired.  It had been a very long day.

Franklin took a whiskey bottle and three glasses out of his desk drawer.  He poured two fingers into each glass, and then handed a glass to Troy and Amber.  He filled his own glass to the brim.  He lifted his glass.

     "Long may you live," he toasted.

     They all hoisted their glasses in a toast, and then drank.

     "I think we better go after them before they try again," Amber said.

     "My thoughts exactly," Troy agreed.

     "You better tell Crawford what happened," Franklin added.

     "Why, he thinks Adair did it?  I can talk to him till my dick falls off and it won't do a damn bit of good.  Since this is only a hunch, why don't we wait a couple of days to see what shakes out?"

     Franklin poured himself another drink.

     "Two days, no more.  And you two be damn careful."

 

     On the outskirts of San Rafael, California, a pickup truck stopped at the side of a busy street.  The passenger side door opened and Ted Tomlinson jumped out of the truck.  He waved to the driver, and then hurried across a public parking lot toward the Seaforth Marina that was perched on the edge of the Bay.  Boats of every make and size were moored at six docks that stretched out into the water.  Tomlinson disappeared among the dozens of people going about their business around the docks.

 

     The Starr Building was a high-rise in downtown Washington.  It was a Cadillac of a building.  Not only was it an architectural marvel, it was also a shrine to the gods of excess and greed.  Three unmarked FBI cars stopped in a no-parking zone in front of the building.  The lead car was Crawford's.  With Crawford in the lead, six FBI agents marched into the lobby.  They took an elevator to the top floor.  They exited the elevator car into a lavish, gold-encrusted reception room.  A beautiful, dark-haired receptionist eyed them curiously as they walked over to her desk.

     "May I help you?"

     "We're here to see Mister Starr," Crawford announced sternly.

     "Do you have an appointment?"

     Crawford tossed a piece of paper onto her desk.

     "We do now."

     Waving his men on, Crawford stalked to an oversized, oak door.     "You can't go in there."  She started after them.

     Crawford didn't knock.  He barged through the door with the other agents at his heels.  Starr's office was an immense room that took up nearly the entire floor.  It was a spectacular office, laden with art treasures, priceless antiques, and a magnificent view of the city below.  Starr was sitting at the far end of the room.  His desk was a slab of glass that stood on solid gold legs.  When he saw the agents come through the door, he stood.

     "I've been expecting you, Agent Crawford."

     Crawford nodded to his men who closed on Starr.  They frisked him, and then handcuffed his hands behind his back.  

     "Steve Starr, you are under arrest for the murder of Pamela Raymond.  You have the right to remain silent.  Anything you say can be used against you in a court of law.  You have the right to an attorney.  If you can not afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you, do you understand your rights?"

     "Indeed.  And Agent Crawford, I want to thank you."

     "For what?" Crawford growled.

     "For making me even richer than I am now.  I'm going to sue you and everyone in the Justice Department back to the Stone Age.  When I'm done with you, Agent Crawford, you won't have a pot to piss in."

     An agent jerked Starr toward the door.

     "Get him out of here," Crawford ordered.

     Starr's secretary hovered near the door.

     "Should I call the attorneys?" she asked him as he passed.

     "Hell no.  I'm not going to waste their time on this pissant bullshit."

 

     At least a hundred reporters and cameramen waited outside the Metropolitan Correction Facility for Starr to arrive.  They jostled one another for positions closest to the back door.  Uniformed federal policemen kept the driveway clear from the street to the parking lot near the back door.  Crawford's car came into view.  It turned into the driveway and eased up beside the back door.  The reporters surged forward.  More federal policemen rushed out of the jail to help control the crowd.  Crawford jumped out of his car.  Very conscious of the cameras focused on him, he melodramatically opened the back door.  Reaching in, he pulled Starr out of the car.  Reporters yelled questions at Starr, who coolly winked at them.  Crawford hauled him over to the back door.  A federal policeman pushed open the door.  Crawford and Starr entered the jail.

 

     True to their plan, Troy and Amber went to Apartment 505 to talk to Tal Fahad.  Before knocking, they stood outside the door and listened for any activity inside the apartment.  Both of them had their pistols in hand.  Troy stood on one side of the door, while Amber stood on the other side.  Troy knocked on the door.  He waited several seconds, and then smashed the door open with his shoulder.  Amber followed him into the apartment.  Once glance told them Tal Fahad and company had moved out.  Nothing but debris and discarded furniture remained.  Moving warily through the rooms, they checked out the entire apartment.  It was empty.  They ended up in the kitchen.  Troy noticed some markings around the place where a wall phone had hung.  The outline of the phone was the only clean place on the wall.  Troy took out a pencil.  Turning the pencil sideways, he gently rubbed the lead across some scratched places in the paint.  Amber watched over his shoulder.

     "You got something?"

     Troy kept rubbing.

     "Maybe.  It looks like someone wrote a message on a piece of paper with a ball point and the ball scored the wall."

     The first patch that Troy raised was a jumble of letters and numbers.  He tried two more patches before a name and number appeared.  They saw: Rabbit 555-2513.  Taking out a small notepad, Troy copied down the information.

     "You think it means something?"

     Troy rubbed the pencil over several more patches but no more names or numbers appeared.

     "I don't know.  We can trace the number."

     "If you think Zenger is part of the conspiracy, why don't we just track him down?"

     Troy leaned against the wall.

     "Easier said than done.  He changes houses more often than we change underwear."

     "Once a month--that is a lot."

     Troy laughed at her joke.

     "Let's go to my office and get a make on this phone number."

 

     Back at the Task Force office, Troy found a vacant computer.  Sitting down, he punched code into the computer, as fast as his fingers could type.  Amber sat down beside him.  

     "What's the number?"

     She read it to him. "555-2513."

     He input it into the computer.

     "I didn't know we had access to telephone company records," she said.

     "Neither do they."

     Troy pointed to the screen. "Prin Rabinski.  He lives downtown.  At least we know where he got his nickname."

     "Should we run him through the National Crime Information Center?"

     "We can do it later," Troy declared.

 

     It was after dark when they arrived at Rabinski's apartment building.  It was a nice place in a middle class neighborhood.  Amber parked the green wienie on a side street near the building.  Troy and Amber walked around to the back of the building and took the back stairs up to the Seventh Floor.  The telephone company records had indicated that Prin Rabinski lived in Apartment 721.  They stopped at a short hallway that took a ninety-degree turn off of the main corridor.  It led to a large window that opened onto the fire escape.  Amber motioned that she would cover the fire escape, while Troy tried the front door.  Both of them drew their pistols.  

 

     Amber headed for the fire escape, as Troy continued along the hall to Apartment 721.  Troy listened at the door, but heard nothing.  He glanced at his watch to make sure Amber had enough time to get into position.   Out on the fire escape, Amber tiptoed across the wide steel platform that lead to the stairs that angled down to the next floor.  She located the window for Apartment 721.  A shade covered the window.  The shade was backlit by an interior lamp.  Amber squatted down on the platform and waited.  Troy flattened himself against the wall next to the door to Apartment 721 and knocked loudly.  He heard a faint voice from inside respond.

     "Who is it?" 

     "Avon calling," Troy called.

     Nothing happened for several long seconds.  Troy maneuvered himself to a spot where he could kick down the door.  As he drew back his leg, a tremendous explosion rocked the hallway.  The door, sections of the walls, dust, smoke, debris and fire blew out through the doorway.  The door caught Troy and slammed him against the far wall.  Smoke filled the hallway.  The explosion shattered the back window.  Glass and other debris showered down on Amber.  The concussion knocked her down.  As she struggled to her feet, Rabbit dove out through the window frame.  He and Amber collided and went down in a tangled heap.  Amber dropped her gun.  Inside, Troy climbed slowly to his feet.  He was covered with dust and soot.  He frantically searched for his gun.  It had fallen out and was hidden under some of the debris.  He saw the barrel under a hunk of plaster.  Kicking the plaster out of the way, he grabbed his gun.  

 

     He reeled into the apartment.  Amber slugged Rabbit in the side of the head.  He grabbed her arm.  They rolled back and forth across the platform.  Rabbit outweighed her by at least forty pounds.  He got a hand free and punched her in the gut.  The air exploded out of her lungs.  She slammed her palm into his nose.  Blood splattered all over them.  He groaned in agony.  He fell backwards.  Rolling to his feet, he pulled a short-bladed knife out of his pocket.  He flipped open the blade, and moved forward, slashing at Amber with the knife.  She retreated a step at a time, watching for any opening in his defenses.  Rabbit saw he was going to win.  She had nowhere to go.  He lunged forward.  

 

 

 Chapter Nine – Never Bring a Knife to a Karate Exhibition

 

 

     As the blade cut the air where her head had been a moment earlier, she sidestepped and kicked him in the nuts.  He howled as pain shot to his brain.  He staggered back to the other side of the platform.  Before he could react, she leaped across the platform, grabbed his arm and smashed it down on the iron rail.  The knife clattered to the ground below.  Amber slugged him in the jaw with a full power punch.  It sounded like the report of a gun.  As she stepped back, he threw himself at her.  She twisted away.  He hit the steel rail with the full weight of his body.  It shattered.  He soared off the platform, screaming frantically as he plunged fifty feet to the concrete.  His scream echoed an instant, and then died away.  Troy arrived at the window in time to see him fall.  A badly shaken Amber peered down into the darkness.  Troy called to her from the window.

     "You okay?"

     Her shaking voice told the truth.  "Yeah, fine."

 

     By the time Franklin arrived at the scene, the area was swarming with cops.  Troy and Amber walked with Franklin, as he looked things over.

     "Now tell me again who this guy was?" Franklin directed, as they trudged along the alley toward a cluster of police cars directly under the fire escape.

     "You remember the Iraqi thing we're working on?  Well, when we went back to the apartment, the Iraqis had taken off.  We tossed the apartment and came up with a name and phone number.  This is the place and he's the guy."

     A group of police officers were standing under the fire escape, looking down at Rabbit's body.  He had landed on a four-inch metal post that had been embedded in several feet of concrete.  It was meant to keep trucks from backing into a dumpster.  The force of Rabbit's fall had driven the post through his chest and carried his body all of the way to the ground.  Blood coated the post like paint.  Rabbit stared up at the policemen with unseeing eyes.  Franklin scanned the body, and then turned away.

     "What's the name?"

     "Prin Rabinski.  He was Polish," Troy answered.

     "You realize this is the second night in a row I've had to get out of bed to hold your hand."

     Troy smiled.  "We appreciate it, sir.  Can we buy you a drink?"

     "No, but I'll take a rain check."  They walked back toward Franklin's car.  "Do you have any idea why he took off?"

     "Not really.  Maybe he had a guilty conscience."

     "Listen, you two hot-dogs.  This is getting a little too shaky for my taste.  I want you to be careful.  Keep me informed of everything you're doing, before you do it, comprende?"

     "Sure, Captain," Troy said.

     They stopped next to Franklin's car.  Franklin looked at Amber.  He put his big arm over her shoulders.

     "If you need to talk this thing through, you call me anytime.  Three shootings would even make an old tough guy like me get the shakes."  He gave her a squeeze, then got into his car.  As the car rolled toward the street, Franklin called to them.

     "Go home.  I don't want to get called out again tonight."

     They watched his car fade into the darkness.

     "I don't feel like going home," Amber said bluntly.

     "Me either.  

     "Mobys?"

     "Right on."

 

     They sat in the same booth they had occupied the previous night.  It seemed as if nothing had changed.  The same regulars sat on the same barstools, watching the same hockey game, being served by Moby, who was wearing the same dirty apron and the same tired face.  The same listless waitress served the same greasy food to the same apathetic customers.  The only difference was that the waitress was ignoring them in favor of an older man who seemed to be wealthy.  She leaned her elbows on the counter and let him get a good look down her gaping blouse.  Evidently he liked what he saw, because he leaned forward for a better view.  Troy glanced at Amber.  She was deep in thought, almost a trance.  He was worried about her.  He had seen other agents completely fall apart after a violent incident.  Too often, they blamed themselves for the death, even if their actions had been absolutely justifiable.

     "You can't dwell on it," he said.

     Amber stared straight ahead.  She didn't hear him.

     "Amber."

     She snapped out of it.  Her eyes focused on his.

     "Sorry."

     "You have to let it go.  If you keep thinking about it, it'll tear you apart."

     Amber shook her head. 

     "You know what's bothering me?  I don't feel a thing.  That's what's scary.  I just killed a man and I don't feel sorry.  Truth is, I feel pretty damn good.  He got what he deserved.  You think that's sick?"

     "No way.  He was trying to kill you.  You won.  End of story."

     Amber gulped down a healthy shot of whiskey.

     "What are we going to do, try to find Fahad?"

     "Him or Zenger.  If we find Zenger, he'll lead us to the others."

     "So, how do we find him?"

     "Sheer luck."

 

     Troy was obsessed with the assassination tape.  When Amber found him the next morning, he was holed up in the darkened side room with the VCR and TV.  The tape was running.  The screen flickered as the President bent down to pick up the cards.  A moment later the First Lady's head exploded.

     "Maybe there's nothing to see," Amber suggested.

     "It's there, trust me."

     "I thought we were going after Zenger."

     Troy hit the stop button.  The tape stopped.  He punched the eject button and the machine vomited out the tape.  He handed it to Amber.

     "Put it in your purse."

     She hesitated.

     "It's evidence.  We can't take it."

     "It's just for a few hours.  Humor me."

     Reluctantly, she shoved the tape into her purse.  She wasn't happy about it.  They started for the door.  A dozen investigators were sitting at the conference table, waiting on Crawford who was on the phone at a nearby desk.  Hanging up the phone, Crawford hurried over to his vacant chair at the head of the table.  He grabbed the chair with one hand and pushed it back from the table.  It didn't budge.  He tugged harder.  Still nothing.  His face reddened.  Grabbing the top of the chair with both hands, he yanked against it with all his strength.  The top of the chair broke off in his hand.  Someone had superglued it to the table.  His smoldering eyes circled the room, daring anyone to even so much as snicker.  The room was dead silent.  With as much dignity as he could muster, he pulled the lower half of the chair away from the table and sat down.  Stifling laughter, Amber and Troy quietly left the office. 

 

     Troy drove them to a commercial building on the north side of Washington.   A sign in front of the business identified it as Garver's Video Services.  They entered the building.  A short time later, a receptionist led them into the production room, where they met Pete Garver.  He was a wizened, little man with tiny eyes that peered out at them through thick glasses.  He and Troy had been friends for years.  After introductions were over, Pete led them on a quick tour of the state-of-the-art video facility.  A dozen technicians were busy at workstations scattered around the room.  Pete pointed out each machine and what it did.  Once the tour was over, he took them into an editing booth and closed the door.  Troy handed him the tape.

     "See what you can do with this," Troy said.

     "I can't promise anything," Pete told them.

     Pete sat down at the editing machine and inserted the tape into a complex video player.

     "Don't worry about it.  We get what we get," Troy assured him.

     "You want to tell me what you're looking for?"

     Garver hit a button and the image of the assassination appeared on the screen in front of him.

     "Never mind," he muttered.

     Garver played the tape to the end.  Troy and Amber watched the familiar scenes.

     "What can you do to it that will jazz it up?"

     Garver pressed some buttons on the console in front of him.

     "I can't turn it into a musical, but how about this?"

     The tape rolled again.  The image on the screen had a reddish tinge.  As the tape advanced, a thin red line appeared in the air in front of the President.  Garver froze frame.

     "That's the laser isn't it?" Amber inquired.

     "Yep," Troy answered, "Pete, roll some more film."

     The image on the film flickered.  The image of the President bending over filled the screen.  The thin red line didn't follow him.  It steadied on the First Lady.  She was flung back by the force of the bullet.

     "Go back further in the tape," Troy directed.

     Garver rewound the tape then let it roll forward.   It was much earlier in the rally.  They saw the President and First Lady walk out onto the stage before the rally began.  The President stopped to chat with several dignitaries.  The First Lady sat down behind the podium.  Seconds later, a thin red line appeared in the air in front of her.  It slowly moved across her face.

     "It looks like he used the First Lady to make adjustments to his sight picture," Troy guessed.

     "Why would he do that?" Amber asked.

     "Probably adjusting for wind.  It may have changed."

     Pete spoke up.  "You probably already noticed this, but it sure seems like there's a delay between the President bending over and the bullet hitting the First Lady."

     "Play it again."

     The screen showed the shooting from beginning to end.

     "Play it from where the President dropped his cards."  Troy peered closely at the screen.  The President knocked the cards off of the podium.  He bent down to pick them up.  

     "One thousand, two thousand," Troy counted.

     The First Lady's head jerked back.

     "That's it.  That's what's been bothering me.  I owe you one, Pete.  Amber, you've seen the tape a dozen times.  Did the shooter have time to hold his shot after the President bent down?"

     "I don't know.  How long did it take the bullet to reach her after he fired?"

     "One second, give or take a few thousandths."

     Amber shrugged.  "What difference does it make?"

     "If he had time to hold his shot, it changes everything," Troy said. 

 

     When Troy and Amber stopped by the Metropolitan Correction Facility to see Kamal, and the Warden had them come to his office, they knew something was wrong.  The Warden took them down to the kitchen, where he guided them to the quick freeze.  He stopped at the door.  A guard was posted beside it.  

     "We don't know how long he'd been in here.  At first, we thought he had escaped, so we really weren't looking for him inside the facility."

     The Warden opened the door.  He led Troy and Amber into the tiny quick freeze.  He shown his flashlight on Kamal who was lying frozen on the floor.  Troy and Amber bent over the body.  Troy ran his hands over Kamal's head.

     "Someone hit him hard enough to crush his skull.  I don't suppose you have any witnesses?"

     "There are a hundred of 'em out there, but they aren't going to squeal."

     "You know that one of your guards was involved," Amber told the Warden.

     "I'm looking into that possibility," he admitted.

     Troy stood.  "Well, at least it wasn't a total loss.  You won't have to buy any hamburger this week."

 

     In Pontiac, Michigan, a small, single-engine airplane taxied slowly along a taxiway toward the main runway.  Graham was behind the controls.  He had left the 300 ZX parked in the long-term parking lot.  The odds of anyone finding it there were one in a million.  He had rented the plane, using his real name on the paperwork.  The flight plan he had filed listed his destination as Bakersfield.  Everything was ready.  He called the tower.  A minute later he rolled out onto the main runway.  Accelerating at full throttle, the airplane lifted into the sky.

 

     The Green Wienie drifted slowly through the Washington streets.  Troy was behind the wheel.  Amber was in the passenger seat, going through a stack of documents. 

     "Could Shorty tell us where to find Zenger?" she asked.

     "We couldn't pay him enough to get it out of him."

     "Maybe the Bureau

 has something on Zenger?"

     "I doubt it.  He's not really a Bureau problem."

     Troy stopped the car at a stoplight.  It was in a hilly part of the city.  Both Amber and Troy noticed a black woman who was loading things into her car, which was parked at the far curb.  She put an infant in a car seat into the car.  She went back to the sidewalk to get her purse.  She bent down to pick it up.  Without noise or warning, her car started to roll down the hill.  In only a matter of two-dozen feet, it was gathering speed.  Turning around, she saw the car, rolling away from her.  With a shriek, she ran after it.  She was far too slow.  Amber leapt out of the green wienie.  Picking a sharp interception angle, she sprinted after the car.  She wasn't fast enough.  It swept by her.  She didn't stop.  Running harder, she chased the car.  Troy saw what was happening. 

 

He ran the stoplight, and then took off after Amber.  She was nearing the left fender, as the Green Wienie passed her.  She lengthened her stride and lunged for the door handle.  She caught it and was nearly jerked off her feet.  Using the last of her flagging energy, she dove partially through the open driver's side window.  She almost fell under the rear wheel.  She kicked with her legs, and squirmed all of the way into the car.  Troy pulled the Green Wienie in front of the speeding car.  Amber swung behind the steering wheel.  She hit the brakes.  Nothing happened.  She tried the emergency brake.  It didn't work.  She tried to slam the accelerating car into gear.  It was going too fast.  

 

     Troy slowed the Green Wienie.  The runaway car smashed into his rear bumper.  The runaway slowed.  Amber grabbed the baby seat and covered the baby with her body.  Troy locked the brakes.  The runaway battered the back of the Green Wienie as both cars ground to a stop.  Troy jumped out of the Green Wienie and ran back to the other car.  Amber handed him the baby.  Amber was winded.  She stepped out of the car.  The baby's mother ran up to the car.  Tears were streaming down her face.  She was shrieking with joy.  Troy handed her the baby.  She held it tightly to her breast.  Amber bent down to get her breath.  

     "Oh, thank you, thank you," the baby's mother bawled.

     A small crowd gathered around the two cars.  Troy looked down at Amber.

     "You okay?"

     "I think I blew a lung," she panted.

     "Hey, you got two."

     Amber straightened.  She took several deep breaths.  Troy walked around to see the damage to the Green Wienie.  The bumper and trunk were totaled.

     "How am I going to explain this to Franklin," he worried.

     "Tell him the truth," Amber wheezed.

     "He'd never believe me."

     They both got into the car.  Amber sagged against the seat.

     "You aren't going to flame out on me, are you?" 

     Amber gave him a weak grin.  "Not a chance."

     "What hurts the most?"

     "My pride.  I thought I was in shape."

     She took a couple of deep breaths, then sat up.  She seemed to be better.

     "We can stop and get you something to drink."

     "I'm alright.  What are we going to do next?"

     "We have to find someone who will rat on Zenger," Troy said.

     "Do you know who his suppliers are?"

     Troy suddenly slapped the steering wheel.

     "What an idiot.  It's been right in front of my face the whole time."

 

     They drove back to the ATF parking garage where Troy tracked down the automotive maintenance clerk.  His name was John Zumwalt.  Everyone called him Zoomy.  He was a lean six-footer with thick dark hair, bushy eyebrows and a sorrowful, hangdog face.  When Troy drove up and stopped beside him, he was working on a car,.  Straightening from his task, Zoomy's eyes focused on Troy, and then on the car.  He saw the damaged rear end.  

     "Not another one, Troy.  Damn!  You got three in here already."

     Troy and Amber got out of the Green Wienie.  Troy put his arm across Zoomy's shoulders.

     "It wasn't my fault, Zoomy.  Ask her.  We stopped a runaway car with a kid in it."

     Zoomy inspected the damage.

     "Can't drive it.  Shit, it'll be in the body shop a month," he complained.

     "Look at it this way.  When I total one of the old ones, they have to give us a new one, right?" Troy said.

     "I guess," Zoomy responded unenthusiastically.

     "So really it's a good thing."

     "You been takin' bullshitting lessons or something?  That's the biggest crock of shit I've heard since the last time the President was on TV."

     "Zoomy, if it wasn't for me, you wouldn't have anything to do.  Look at all the business I bring you."

     "Gee, thanks."

     "So what's in the motor pool?  Anything nice?"

     Zoomy shrugged out from under Troy's arm.

     "Everything's assigned or out of service.  Can't help you."

     Troy pointed to a blue sedan parked next to the automotive service area.  "What about that one?"

     "That's my errand car.  You can't have it."

     "Come on, Zoomy, let me use it, and whenever you need it, you just call me on the radio, what do you say?"

     Zoomy looked pointedly at the mangled rear end of the Green Wienie.

     Zoomy nodded at Amber.  "She drives."

     "Deal."

     Reluctantly, Zoomy tossed Amber a set of keys.

     "You wreck it, you ain't gettin' another one."

     Zoomy went back to his work.  Troy and Amber hurried over to the blue sedan.  Amber unlocked the driver's side door.

     "What are we going to call this one?" she asked.

     "How about the Blue Wienie?"

     "Sounds good."

     

     Later that day, Amber and Troy returned to the Metropolitan Correction Facility for a meeting.  It was held in the same interview room where they had talked to Kamal.  Besides Troy and Amber, five other people attended the meeting.  Assistant United States Attorney Lonny Horn was there to represent the Justice Department.  He was a bookish man who wore stylish suits and round, wire-frame glasses.  His attorney, Barry Turner, represented Sergeant Lantz.  Turner was a pale, thin man with dark hair.  Serge McComb was Corporal Wick’s attorney.  He was a former Assistant United States Attorney (AUSA) who had switched over to private practice.  He hadn't been much of an AUSA, and he was even less as a defense attorney.  All of them were gathered around the table in the interrogation room.  Corporal Wicks and Sergeant Lantz were both wearing prison uniforms.

     "That's the deal," AUSA Horn explained.  "You have five minutes to decide."

     "They get a clean walk on the weapons violations?"  McComb asked.

     "As long as they cooperate and there's a Disney ending," AUSA Horn told him.

     Lantz, McComb, Turner and Wicks huddled on the other side of the table.  It only took them a few seconds to reach a decision.  Turner spoke for the group.

     "You got yourself a deal."

     Troy focused on Sergeant Lantz.

     "Was the stuff going to Zenger?"

     "Yeah."

     "When were you supposed to make the delivery?"

     "This evening."

 

     In San Rafael, a man hurried across the Seaforth Marina parking lot toward the docks.  It was Ted Tomlinson.  As he passed under a streetlight, his face was clearly visible.  He had a cap pulled low on his head.  He was wearing a light jacket.  His right hand was in the pocket of the jacket, almost as if he was holding a gun.  He glanced over his shoulder, as if someone might be following him.  No one was visible.  He stopped in the shadows near the walkway that lead out onto Dock Two. He waited while an old couple passed by.  They never saw him.  

 

…..As soon as they were gone, he hurried out onto the dock.  Houseboats of every kind were moored on both sides of the dock.  Most of them were occupied, as evidenced by the light that blazed from their windows.  Tomlinson never slowed until he reached the last boat at the far end of the dock.  It was an older houseboat that hadn't been away from the dock for years.  Tomlinson walked down a permanent gangplank to the deck.  The houseboat was dark.  Taking out a key, he unlocked the front door.  A second later he disappeared into the house.  

 

     Somewhere near Woodbridge, Virginia, a huge, multi-million dollar motor yacht was moored at an isolated dock on the Occoquan Bay.  A dozen men in tan uniforms patrolled the dock.  They were all armed with machine guns.  The sun was just dipping over the western horizon, when a big rental truck drove slowly onto the dock.  Several of the tan-clad guards surrounded the cab.  They covered Sergeant Lantz and Corporal Wicks, as the two men stepped down to the dock.  Sergeant Lantz and Corporal Wicks were careful to keep their hands in sight and not to make any sudden moves.  The guards quickly searched them.  They didn't find anything.  The guards opened the back of the truck.  Stacks of military green boxes filled the cargo area.  Stenciled markings identified the contents of each box.  One of the guards spoke into a radio.  Moments later, a tall man walked down a ramp from the yacht.  His walk was arrogant as hell.  He was a well-tanned, handsome man in his early fifties.  His name was Colonel Chadd.  He joined the two Americans and the guards.  He saw the boxes of weapons and munitions.

     "Sergeant, you were supposed to be here an hour ago," he said.

     "They locked down the base for an hour. It was too risky to leave," Sergeant Lantz explained.

     Colonel Chadd motioned to his men to begin unloading the truck.

     "Unload the boxes," he ordered.  Turning to Sergeant Lantz, he smiled.  "Mister Zenger will be very pleased with your shipment."

     The guards swarmed into the truck.  The boxes were unloaded onto the dock and stacked neatly next to the truck.

     "You have the money?"  Sergeant Lantz seemed antsy.

     Four guards staggered by them, carrying a really heavy box.

     "Of course.  Ilik, get the money," Colonel Chadd ordered.

     The men finished unloading the boxes.  Four of them are long, wide and very heavy.  The markings on the boxes indicated they contained Stinger Missiles.  Colonel Chadd, Sergeant Lantz and Corporal Wicks move over to the big boxes.

     "Can you get more Stingers?"

     Sergeant Lantz stepped up beside one of the big boxes.

     "These are the new version.  You haven't seen anything like these."

     "Open a box," Colonel Chadd called to his men.

     Sergeant Lantz picked up a crowbar.  Raising it, he hit the box.  In a split second, the lids of all of the big boxes flew off.  Troy, Amber and three heavily armed ATF agents leapt to their feet.  Their weapons covered Colonel Chadd and his men.

     "Freeze! Troy yelled.

     "FBI! Amber hollered.

     "Get your hands up," bellowed the three agents.

     Caught completely by surprise, the guards had no choice but to surrender.  Colonel Chadd sprinted for the ramp, but Troy tackled him.

     "Max, get out!" Colonel Chadd roared at the top of his lungs.

     Sirens wailed loudly, as ATF cars swooped down on the dock.  Two-dozen ATF agents jumped out of the cars, with their weapons ready.  They quickly surrounded the guards.  Troy cuffed Colonel Chadd, and then ran onto the yacht.  He heard the sound of heavy machinery.  Pistol in hand, he dashed around the deck.  As he reached the far side of the yacht, he heard the roar of a powerful engine.  A sleek cigarette boat blasted away from the yacht.  Troy saw a lone figure at the helm.  It had to be Max.  He was going to get away.

 

 

 Chapter Ten – The Obligatory Boat Chase Scene

 

 

     Looking around, Troy spotted a similar boat tied to the bow of the yacht.  He ran to the bow, and then boarded the second cigarette boat.  After untying the mooring line, he started the engine.  It screamed to life.  He yanked back on the throttle, sending the boat flying after Max.  The boats skimmed across the channel.  Max had about a half-mile lead.  He swung the boat through a series of evasive maneuvers, but Troy stayed with him.  Max's boat sliced around a freighter, barely clearing its bow.  Its foghorn bellowed a warning, as Troy's boat swept past the slower boat.  Max spotted a tugboat slowly churning its way across the channel.  If Max could get around the tugboat fast enough, Troy wouldn't be able to follow.  With his boat's throttle wide open, Max aimed for the stern of the tugboat.  

 

      What Max didn't see was that the tugboat was pulling a barge.  A thick, metal cable stretched between the tugboat and the barge.  Max's boat hit the cable.  It cut the slim cigarette boat neatly in half.  The wreckage splashed into the water in a huge spray of water.  Troy cut the power to his boat.  It slowed to a crawl, as Troy guided it around the slowly moving barge.  He stopped his boat among the wreckage.  Max was wearing a life jacket.  Troy jockeyed the boat into position where he could help Max out of the water.  After cutting his engine, Troy extended his hand down to Max.  He was greatly surprised, when he pulled Max on board.  Max was a woman.  A beautiful woman.  She sat down on one of the seats.  She took off her life jacket.  She had a great body.  For an instant, Troy stared at her in amazement, but then he took out his handcuffs.

 

     "Max Zenger, you are under arrest."

     "What for, smuggling a few rifles?"

     "For the murder of Pamela Raymond."

     Her face turned white.  She gasped.

     "What?  You're crazy.  I didn't have anything to do with that."

     "You have the right to remain silent--"

     A Coast Guard cruiser plowed across the water toward Troy's boat.  A helicopter appeared above the water.  

     "This is nuts.  Listen to me--what's your name?"

     "Troy Barclay, ATF."

     "I don't kill people.  I'm a businesswoman.  Come on, somebody's lying to you."

     "Tell it to the judge, Max."

     He cuffed her hands behind her back.  The Coast Guard cutter powered down beside Troy's boat.  Troy waved to the Coast Guard officers on the bridge.  The chopper circled overhead, saw everything was under control, and buzzed away.

 

     Back at the dock, the raid was over.  The guards were cuffed and being loaded into ATF cars.  Colonel Chadd was being interrogated by a couple of ATF agents.  Other ATF agents and Amber were searching the yacht.  They all stopped work when the Coast Guard cruiser docked beside the yacht.  Troy lead Max down the gang plank to the dock.  He turned her over to two ATF agents.  They lead her toward one of their cars.  Troy saw Amber walk down the ramp from the yacht.  She was carrying a machine gun.  

     "You find anything?"

     "Some money, that's about it.  There weren't any weapons."

     "Get this," he announced, "Max Zenger is a woman."

     Amber doesn't seem surprised.

     "What a hoot.  You probably thought that only men are good criminals."

     "Actually, I haven't given it much thought."

     An ATF agent approached Troy.

     "She wants to talk to you real bad."

     Amber followed Troy as the agent led him over to an ATF car.  Max was leaning against the fender.

     "It's your dime," Troy said.

     "We have to talk.  This is getting out of hand.  Why would I want to kill the President?"

     "Not just you.  We know all about your Iraqi friends."

     Max shook her head. "You're wrong.  The Iraqis weren't involved in that.  They love the President.  He's the best thing that ever happened to them."

     "Yeah, what about the World Trade Center bombing?"

     "Those guys weren't mainline players.  They were part of some radical group."

     "You sold them weapons."

     "That was business.  But I'm telling you, you're on the wrong track.  I can prove it.  Only I want a deal."

     Troy laughed.  "You aren't in a very good position to make demands."

     "I'll arrange a meet between you and the Iraqis.  Trust me, once you hear them, you'll drop the murder charge, come on, give me a break."

     "I'll think about it."

     Troy turned and walked away.

 

     Troy and Amber waited in a park near the Lincoln Memorial.  The Blue Wienie was parked at the near end of a long, rectangular parking lot.  It was empty except for their car.  Streetlights shone at even intervals along the perimeter of the parking lot.  They had been waiting for about fifteen minutes.  Troy was calm.  Amber was nervous.  They peered toward the far end of the parking lot.  A black car slowly appeared out of the darkness.  It stopped.  Two men got out of the car.  One of them was Tal Fahad.  The other was Nihil Jemen.  Troy looked at Amber.

     "You ready?"

     "Yeah."

     They clambered out of the car.  Moving around the car, they walked side by side toward the two men.  

     "If one of them even twitches, he's a dead man."

     "Take it easy."

     The four of them met in the middle of the parking lot.  It was a tense situation.  Neither side trusted the other.

     "I remember both of you."  Fahad scowled.

     "Life's a bitch," Troy smirked.

     Jemen was impatient.

     "Let's get on with it.  We're here because Max asked us to talk to you.  What do you want?"

     Amber eyed the two Iraqis with loathing.  Her hand hovered in the vicinity of her right thigh.  She was wearing a sports jacket with her Smith and Wesson on her hip.  

     "We have information that you were behind the attempt on the President," Troy announced.

     Jemen and Fahad laughed.

     "Are you serious?  That is why we're here?  To listen to this bullshit?  This is a waste of time," Fahad scoffed.

     "Is that a no?" Amber retorted.

     Fahad gave her a dark look.

     "In my country you would be shot for speaking to a man like that."

     "In my country you can get shot right now, you bastard."  She was dead serious.  

     "Of course it's a no," Jemen said.  "We want Raymond to be President forever.  We can twist him around our finger like clay."

     "He is gutless," Fahad added, "he talks big--makes big threats--but then he rolls over like a little puppy.  He is no threat to us."

     Jemen reached into his jacket pocket.  It was a mistake.  In the blink of an eye, he was looking down the muzzle of Amber's Model 59.  The hammer was back and she was ready to shoot.  He blanched.  He gently removed his hand from his coat.  A pack of cigarettes was between his fingers.

     "Sorry," he apologized.

     Amber holstered her gun.  The look on her face said how sorry she was--sorry that she didn't get to shoot him.

     "The Department of Justice prosecuted your guys who bombed the World Trade Center.  Maybe you wanted revenge for that," Amber asserted.

     Fahad shrugged.  "We care nothing about that.  That bombing wasn't--how do you say--sanctioned by our leaders.  Hammad did that on his own.  He will be punished."

     "Maybe one of your free thinkers did the First Lady--on his own," Troy suggested.

     "Not possible," Jemen responded.  "We would know it.  I will tell you this.  Somebody else wanted to kill the President.  It wasn't us."

     Turning, Jemen and Fahad walked back to their car.  Troy and Amber stood and waited until the car was gone.

     "What do you think?" Amber asked.

     "That we're fresh out of suspects.  I believe him.  I don't think the Iraqis were in it."

     "What now?"

     "I guess it's back to square one," Troy said.

     "It's too bad he wasn't going for a gun.  I would have drilled the sucker," Amber mused.

     "Maybe I should start calling you "quick draw".

     "I'll tell you one thing.  I'm never going to give up my gun to a perp.  If someone gets the drop on me, I'll take my chances going for my gun."

     "Sounds reasonable.  But it might be smarter not to get in that kind of a situation."

 

     They rode in silence for several blocks.  Troy was thinking about what to do next.  With the Iraqis out of the picture, it left them with few options.  He steered the car around a corner, then glanced at Amber.

     "What are you thinking about?"

     She hesitated a moment before she answered.  "I know I'm the new kid on the block, and I don't want to hurt your feelings, but it sure feels like we're going in circles.  We have all of this evidence that points to Adair, and we're out chasing phantoms."

     Troy looked in the rear view mirror.  The only car behind them made a turn and disappeared.  

     "The thing is, you can't make assumptions this early in an investigation.  Everyone is assuming that Adair did it, so they're not out covering leads and trying to develop suspects.  To me, that's the greatest sin an investigator can do.  Look at it this way.  Every time we rule out a suspect, it makes the case against Adair tighter.  If we rule out all of the other possible suspects, it only leaves Adair.  That's good investigating.  I can live with that.  Let me ask you something.  Could someone else have put that rifle in Adair's trunk?"

     "Of course."

     "Could someone else have buried the bullets in his back yard?"

     "Yes."

     Troy stopped the Blue Wienie at a traffic signal.  

     "And the shooting diagram?"

     "Sure, but what about Adair's hair they found in the office?  How did the bad guys get his hair?"

     "What happens to your hair that's cut off when you go to the beauty salon?"

     "Somebody sweeps it up and throws it away."

     "How hard would it be for someone to get some of it?"

     Amber focused on a bum who shuffled across the street in front of the car.

     "Not hard at all."

     The light changed.  Troy accelerated up to the speed limit.  The buildings on both sides of the street were dark.  There were only a few street people on the sidewalks.  It began to rain; a light mist that slowly built up on the windshield.

     "The way I see it, there's not one piece of evidence against Adair that couldn't have been arranged.  What I want to know is why he was in the Ramsey Building.  I've watched him a couple of times on the video tape, and to me, it looked like he was waiting for someone," Troy said.

     "He probably won't talk to us," Amber said.

     "I don't know.  We may have to try."  Troy thought of something.  "Hey, did you decide if you're going to hire an attorney to go after the Bureau?"

     "I talked to my dad about it.  He thinks it's not a good idea. He told me if I don't rock the boat, things would probably get better.  He said the brass wouldn't like it."

     Troy eyed her with skepticism.  "You believe him?"

     Amber shrugged.  "I don't know.  Dad didn't get to be a two-star general by being wrong.  He knows how to play the game."

     "The rules have changed.  He wouldn't last a minute in today's bureaucracy.  When your dad was coming up through the ranks, there was at least a semblance of honor, loyalty and honesty.  You could trust a superior not to screw you.  Not now.  Everybody's out for old number one.  If they can advance by stepping on you, so be it."

     A delivery van turned in behind the Blue Wienie from a side street.  Its headlights blazed in Troy's eyes.  He turned down the rear view mirror and kept an eye on the van.

     "I think our best bet is to find the shooter," Amber said, changing the subject.  "He can tell us who hired him."

     Troy chortled.  "Yeah, and maybe he'll even tell us where to find Dorothy and Toto too."

     Amber slugged Troy on the arm.

     "That's for being sarcastic."

     The van swerved around the Blue Wienie.  Amber and Troy watched as it sped away. Its brake lights suddenly winked on.  A car had darted out from a side street directly into the path of the van.  Smoke billowed from the van's rear tires.  It slid into the side of the other car.  Troy and Amber heard the crunch of metal on metal.  The van and other car stopped in the center of the intersection.  They completely blocked both lanes of the street.  Troy slowed the Blue Wienie and stopped behind the van.  Smoke drifted out from under the hood of the car.  Amber grabbed the microphone.

     "Unit Twelve, to Central."

     Troy focused on the van.  It was the kind with two vertical cargo doors.  His eyes dropped to the license plate.

     "Please notify the police that there has been an accident at the corner of Grant and Overby," Amber said into the microphone.

     Troy read the California plate.  For a brief instant, it didn't register.  Then it hit him like a slap in the face.

     CALIFORNIA PLATES.

 

 

 Chapter Eleven – Cars With Bullet Holes Don’t Go Faster

 

 

     Reacting instinctively, he pushed Amber against her door.

     "Get out!"

     She heard the urgency in his voice, and didn't hesitate to obey.  Troy opened his door and rolled onto his knees behind it.  Pushing her door open, Amber lunged out of the car.  She crouched behind her door.  The van's back doors banged open.  Two men with machine guns opened fire on the Blue Wienie.  They raked the car with bullets.  Troy and Amber retreated back behind the car.  The windshield shattered.  Bullets stitched patterns across the hood and fenders.  Debris and bullet fragments howled through the air.

Troy and Amber hunched down below the trunk lid.  Both men stopped firing at the same time.  They had emptied their weapons.  Troy snuck a peek over the trunk lid, and then jumped to his feet.  He fired one shot that knocked down one of the men.  Amber blasted away with her nine millimeter.  Her first two rounds missed.  The third caught the other gunman in the shoulder.  The first gunman finished reloading.  Pointing the machine gun back at Troy and Amber, he triggered off a full magazine.  Troy and Amber ducked.  

Fanzo slammed the pedal to the metal.  Swerving around the damaged car, the van rocketed away.  Troy and Amber emptied their guns in a futile attempt to stop the van.  It raced a half block and vanished around a corner.

 

     Franklin looked at them across his desk and slowly shook his head.  It was late, Franklin was tired, and Troy and Amber were sitting in their usual chairs in front of his desk.  Each of them had a glass of whiskey near at hand.

     "I think it's safe to assume that whoever it is will try again," Franklin stated, "so the question is, how do we protect you two?"

     Troy was pretty sure he knew where the conversation was going and he quickly tried to head it off.  He didn't want Franklin to pull them off the case or give them any bodyguards, which seemed like the two most likely alternatives.

     "It's always risky out there, sir, and we're very careful.  I think we can handle it," Troy said.

     "The way I see it, if you hadn't noticed the California license plates, we'd be having this meeting at the morgue.  And I'd be the only one talking."

     "They've tried twice and failed both times," Amber reminded him.  "I'd say that puts the odds in our favor."

     Troy sipped some of his whiskey and tried to think of a way to convince Franklin to leave them alone.  Troy could tell he hadn't made up his mind, but he was close to it.

     "I'm glad you're not my bookie," Franklin said, "cause the way you figure odds, I'd be broke."

     "Realistically, Captain, given the two situations, body guards wouldn't have done us any good," Troy concluded.  "They couldn't have responded in time to help us."

     Franklin rummaged through one of his drawers.  He came up with a cigar box.  He offered one to Troy who declined.  He started to put the box back in the drawer.

     "What, only men like cigars?" Amber asked.

     Franklin looked surprised but held out the box to her.  She took one, bit off the end and lit it.  She puffed a cloud of smoke at the ceiling.

     "It's my only vice," Franklin explained.  "Not counting drinking, gambling and beating the old lady."

     "What a guy," Troy said dryly.

     Franklin lit his own cigar.  Leaning back in his chair, he closed his eyes.

     "Do we all agree that these attempts are related to the assassination?"

     Troy answered for both of them.  "That's our guess."

     "And you've eliminated the Iraqis as suspects?"

     "Looks like it."

     "What about Adair and Starr?"

     "I could be wrong, Captain, but my gut tells me it isn't them."

     Franklin loosened his belt a notch.  

     "That leaves us with no one on base."

     "We may not know exactly who we're after, sir, but we must be getting close or they wouldn't be turning up the heat," Amber remarked.

     Franklin opened one eye and focused on her.

     "You're even starting to think like him," he warned.

     "Come on, Skipper, cut us a little slack.  Give us a couple more days," Troy begged.

     "It goes against my better judgment, but for right now I'm going to leave things the way they are.  But if something else happens, you guys get babysitters whether you want them or not."

     "Thanks, Skipper," Troy said.

     "I don't suppose your car is drivable?" Franklin grumbled.

     "A little body work, a little paint, and it'll be good as new," Troy said.

     "You can use Bedford's car until we can find you a new one.  And for God's sake, don't wreck it."

     "I'll treat it like it was my own," Troy promised.

 

     The next morning, when Troy and Amber arrived at the ATF parking garage, they found Zoomy staring at the remains of the Blue Wienie which a tow truck had just dropped off next to the automotive service area.  Zoomy slowly circled his car, lightly touching the bullet holes that made the sheet metal look like a colander.  He shuddered when he came to the hood.  It was literally shot to pieces.  Looking up, Zoomy saw Troy.  His eyes narrowed.  He shook his finger at Troy.

     "I knew this was going to happen.  I never should have let you talk me into it.  You're a menace, that's what you are."

     "Lighten up, Zoomy, it wasn't my fault.  We got ambushed," Troy said.

     "Well, you just better watch out cause next time it's going to be me doin' the ambushin' and I ain't gonna miss," Zoomy groused.

"And don't even think about askin' me for a car."  He stalked angrily into the service area.  Troy looked at Amber.  He arched his eyebrows.

     "Can you believe this guy?  You'd think I murdered his mother.  It's just a car."

     "Some people, huh?" 

     Troy and Amber searched the ATF parking garage for five minutes before they found Bedford's car hidden in a visitor's spot on the third floor.  It was a brand new, dark maroon four-door sedan.  Troy checked the license plate number on the key ring, and then tossed the keys to Amber.

     ""Maybe if you drive, we won't get in a wreck."

     Amber looked at him over the top of the car.  "Whose car is this?"

     "The number two man under Franklin."

     "How would he feel if his car got wrecked?"

     "Insanely angry."

     "Thanks a lot."

     They got in the car.  Amber started the engine.  

     "How many miles?" Troy asked.

     She peered at the dash. "Fifty.  Are we going to name it?"

     "Let's skip it.  I've got a bad feeling."

     "Don't jinx me, you jerk.  Now, where are we going?"

     "Do you know where the KVBC studios are?"

     "Yeah."

     "Let's go."

 

     Fifteen minutes later the maroon sedan pulled into the parking lot of television station KVBC.  Amber guided the car across the pavement to the far back corner of the lot where no other cars were parked.  She positioned the car at an angle across two parking places, and then shut off the engine.  Troy looked at the distant buildings, which were at least two blocks from the car.

     "You could have dropped me off at the front door so we both didn't have to walk all this way."

     "Quit your whining."  Amber jumped out of the car.  She started walking toward the buildings.  A second later Troy caught up with her.

     "I've been meaning to ask you, did your dad say anything about the anniversary party?"

     Amber grimaced.  "He didn't like you.  He's got one of his friends checking on General Reeder to see if he was light in his loafers.  He told me you weren't acceptable husband material."

     "Like I didn't know that already."

     "He wants me to go out with some guy he met on the golf course."

     "What did you say?"

     "Cold day in hell."

     "Hey, one date won't kill you."

     "He's an attorney."

     Troy spit on the pavement.  "Good call."

     "I've been meaning to ask you something.  And I don't want you to lie.  Uhh--how do I--uhh--stack up against your other partners?"

     Troy was caught off guard by her question.  It took him a while to come up with an answer.

     "Okay, I guess."

     "Okay?  That's all?"

     "It's only been a couple of days," he said.

     "Yeah, but look at everything's that happened.  How many of them were involved in three shoot-outs?"

     Troy grinned.  "All of them.  It's part of my training program."

     They neared the KVBC building.

     "You know, you're a real horse's ass," she announced.

     "Now you're catching on."    

 

     A receptionist greeted them the moment they stepped into the lobby.

     "Hi, welcome to KVBC.  How can I help you?"

     "We'd like to see the news director."  Troy flashed his badge.

     "May I tell him your name?"

     "Troy Barclay, Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms."  The receptionist picked up the phone.  After a brief conversation, she hung up.

     "Mister Roth will see you.  Follow me."

     She led them to a small office where a slender man with a huge moustache was talking on the phone.  He was wearing suit pants that were held up with black suspenders.  His white shirt was already wrinkled and sweat made crescent moons under his arms.  The expensive tie around his neck was hanging a couple of inched under his throat.  He was sitting at a desk that was nearly buried under stacks of videotapes and documents.  A cigarette tray full of butts was balanced precariously on top of his computer monitor.  A sign on the desk announced to the world that he was DICK ROTH.

     "--tell him we aren't going to pay, honey.  Gotta go."

     He tossed the receiver onto the cradle.

     "You're the cops?"

     "I'm Troy Barclay and this is Amber Neilson.  We're ATF."

     Roth lit a cigarette.  He rocked back in his chair.

     "You working on the Task Force?"

     "No, we're on another case."

     Roth splashed cigarette ashes across the ashtray.

     "That's too bad.  So what can I do for you?"

     "I need to see some tapes."

     "You got a subpoena?"

     "Nope.  I don't want to take 'em, just to see 'em."

     Roth picked up two silver balls off of his desk and began to roll them in his hand.

     "I'm supposed to get a subpoena but if you were to promise me an exclusive on whatever you're working on, I might be able to bend the rules."

     "After it breaks," Troy told him.

     "Deal."  Roth stood.  He came around the desk and hustled out the door.  "Let's go down to the library."

 

     The library was next door to an editing suite.  After picking out the tapes they wanted to see, Troy and Amber carried them into the editing suite where a technician put the first tape into one of the editing machines.  He quick forwarded it to a specific frame on the tape.  Troy and Amber sat down where they could see a monitor screen.  A date appeared on the screen.  After a moment of empty tape, President Robert Raymond's image came up on the screen.  He was giving a graduation speech at what seemed to be a university.  His voice blared out of a speaker.

     "--for to wait for others to act, is to--""

     "Kill the sound," Troy called to the technician.

     The speaker went dead.  Troy and Amber studied the picture on the monitor.  The tape had been put together from three or four different cameras at different locations around the speaker's platform.

     "Look."  Troy pointed to the dignitaries sitting behind the President.  The First Lady was among them.  She was sitting on the far side of the stage in the last row.  She was not directly behind her husband.

     "Let's look at some of the other tapes," Amber said.

     They watched six more tapes.  In Tape One, the First Lady was sitting in the back row in the seat furthest away from the podium.  In Tape Two, the First Lady was sitting on one end of the first row.  In Tape Three, she was sitting in the first row of spectators in front of the podium.  In Tape Four, she was again sitting on the far end of the back row.  In Tape Five, she was back in the first row.  In Tape Six, she was again sitting in the back row.

     When Tape Six was finished, the technician turned around and looked at Troy.

     "You need anything else?"

     "No, thanks for the help."

     The technician left.  Troy and Amber exchanged a long glance.

     "At every other rally, the First Lady sat on the side of the stage, never in the middle.  The last rally, she sat behind the President, I wonder why?"

     "Maybe it was just coincidence," Amber suggested.

     "Who changed the seating arrangement?

     "We can find out."

     Troy stood.  He paced a few steps, and then turned to face her.

     "What if the shooter wasn't after the President?  What if the First Lady was the target?"

     "Maybe as a warning to the President."

     "We need to find out who changed the seating arrangement and if anybody threatened the President before the shooting."

     Excitement crept into Amber's voice.  "I'll bet that whoever changed the seating arrangement also had the flags put on the light poles."

     "You want to go back to the office and do a little research?  Do you have time?"

     "When you don't have a life, you have nothing but time," she replied.

     Troy nodded toward the door.

     "You ready?"

     She stood.  "Always."

     They walked out of the editing suite and along a wide corridor that lead back to the lobby.  They had only gone a short distance, when Roth intercepted them.

     "If you have a second, you may want to see this."

     He led them into a darkened studio.  A newscaster was in front of the cameras.  Troy recognized him as one of the station's regular anchors.  He was over six feet tall, weighed probably around 180 pounds, and had a thick head of gray hair that gave him a distinguished, patrician air that audiences found comforting.  He was sitting behind a counter that was emblazoned with the station's logo.  A young woman dabbed a last bit of make-up onto his face.  A production assistant stepped in front of the newscaster.  He held up five fingers, and then started a countdown that ended with him pointing his index finger at the newscaster.  A red light on top of one of the cameras winked on.

     "Good morning.  I'm Howard Stennis with a live KVBC exclusive news update.  KVBC has just learned that the FBI arrested a suspect in the Pamela Raymond assassination the day after the shooting.  Details are sketchy, but anonymous sources have identified the man as Mark Adair, a former CIA agent.  According to one person close to the case, Adair has close ties to former presidential candidate, Steve Starr, who was arrested yesterday.  KVBC will follow this story on our news at noon newscast.  Have a good morning."

     The camera focused on Stennis blinked off.  Roth turned to Troy and Amber.

     "Any comment?"

     Troy shrugged.  "It's been kinda hot this summer."

     Roth laughed.  "I made some calls on you.  One of my people said you were on the Task Force.  You know liars go to hell."

     "That or run for office," Amber joked.

     Roth thought that was funny.  His laughter followed them through the lobby and out the front door.

 

     Back at the Task Force office, Troy and Amber parted company.  Amber found an empty desk and started making calls to the city to find out who had put up the flags on the light poles.  Troy went to the side room where he turned out the light and sat quietly in the dark.  It took him an hour to think through the entire case, but when he was done, he had come to one inescapable conclusion.  Getting up, he walked to Crawford's office.  He stopped just outside the open door and knocked on the doorframe.  Crawford was sitting at his desk.  Seeing Troy, his face darkened into a scowl.

     "What do you want?"

     "I need to bring you up to speed on some things."

     "Can it wait?"

     "Not really."

     Crawford didn't want to talk to Troy.  His eyes smoldered with hatred.  Troy glanced around the office.  It was a sterile place.  The only decorations on the walls were a picture of J. Edgar Hoover and a painted wood replica of the FBI insignia.  The old, gray, metal desk had probably been around since before Hoover.  The bookcase, credenza, straight-back chairs and other furniture were cheap government junk.  Compared to modern offices, Crawford's looked like something from the distant past.  His files were neatly stacked on one corner of the desk.

     "You got five minutes."

     Troy sat down in one of the straight-back chairs.  Starting at the very beginning, Troy told him about everything that had happened, from the first meeting with Tal Fahad, to the shoot-out the night before.  And when Troy finally told Crawford his inescapable conclusion, he knew he had made a big mistake.

     "What did you say?"  Crawford angrily sputtered.

     Troy forced himself to stay calm.  Kicking Crawford's butt wouldn't do him any good.  He forced his voice to stay cool.

     "I think the shooter wasn't after the President.  He wanted the First Lady and he got her."

     Crawford braced his arms on the desk and fixed Troy with a baleful stare.

     "You are out of your fucking mind, Barclay.  You've done some wacky stuff, but this--" he shook his head, "--is totally off the wall.  You need a shrink big time."

     Troy forcibly restrained himself.  He studied Crawford to see how much was bluff and how much was real.  

     "Just listen for a second, you dumb shit.  I'm trying to keep you from stepping on your short, little dick."

     Crawford's face hardened.

     "What a pal," he said caustically.

     Troy leaned forward.  His temper was approaching boiling point.

     "The shooter had one, maybe two seconds, to hold his shot after the President ducked.  The shooter could have waited.  And if you look at the video tape that was shot before the shooting, you will see that the shooter sighted his laser in on the First Lady--not the President."

     Crawford leaned back.  He pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his drawer.  He lit one, knowing that it would annoy Troy.

     "You twist the facts enough, you can make anything seem possible."

     "I also looked at tapes of previous Presidential rallies.  In every one of them the First Lady sat on the far side of the stage.  She never sat behind the President until Washington."

     Crawford angrily drew on the cigarette.

     "You know, Barclay," he exhaled, "you keep this up and you're gonna completely fuck up this investigation.  We have an airtight case against Adair--one of the best I've ever seen.  I'm not gonna put up with your shit anymore.  I'm going to Franklin and get you off of the Task Force. You're nothing but a goddamn loose cannon."

     Troy's temper boiled over.  He jumped to his feet and got directly in Crawford's face.

     "Do what you have to do, asshole, but don't count on Franklin backing you.  He knows what a worthless piece of shit you are."

     Turning on his heel, Troy stalked out of Crawford's office.

 

     Amber had called what seemed like the hundredth city office, when Crawford stormed up to her desk.  She hung up the phone.  He pointed at his office.

     "In my office--now."

     She could tell he was very angry.  The veins in his temples were standing out like little cords.  Getting up, she followed him into his office.  He closed the door behind them.  She stood beside his desk.  

     "I know you've been covering leads with Barclay."

     "So what."

     "He's bad news, that's what."

     "He does more than anybody else around here."

     Crawford's face reddened.

     "This is an order, Neilson.  Stay away from him.  Don't talk to him, don't go on leads with him, and don't tell him anything about the case, got it?"

     "Why, what's the big deal?"

     "He's got some wild hair up his ass about the First Lady being the real target.  It's bullshit.  He's out of here."

     "What if he's right?"

     Crawford pointed his finger practically in her face.

     "Don't be stupid.  Barclay's nothing but a loose cannon.  You hang with him, you go down, too.  If I catch you anywhere near him, you're finished with the Bureau.  I'm going to the White House right now to tell Mitch Potts that Barclay is endangering this entire investigation.  Barclay is history."

     Crawford slammed open the door and nodded for Amber to leave.

     Shaking her head, she went back to her desk.

 

     An hour later, Crawford sat down in Potts' office.  Potts was reading a thick file.  Even hunched over his desk, he gave Crawford the feeling he was in complete control.  Something about the set of his shoulders, and the way he held his head, signaled to others that he was someone to be reckoned with, someone not to be taken lightly.  He looked up from the file.  His gray, humorless eyes fastened on Crawford.

     "I hope you brought me some good news."

     "We're really making progress, sir."

     "Have you found anything else that connects Starr to Adair?"

     Potts lit a cigarette.  He spun his chair around and gazed out at the White House lawn.

     "Adair had a storage locker near Georgetown.  When we raided it, we found two hundred grand in a suitcase.  The bills were still in their wrappers.  Starr owns the bank the money came from."

     "It's circumstantial, but a step in the right direction."  Potts inhaled deeply on his cigarette, then slowly let the smoke escape through his lips.  "You know, Larry, I told the President what a great job you are doing.  He was very impressed.  That staff position is yours as soon as this is over.  

     "That's great.  Thank you very much."

     Potts brushed some ashes off of his shirt.

     "What's next?"

     "We're going to subpoena all of Starr's banking records.  It's going to take a lot of manpower, but if we can prove the money came from Starr, he's ours."

     "You need anything--more equipment--more men--just tell me."

     One of Potts' aides quietly entered the room.  Walking over to Potts, he whispered something in his ear.  Potts nodded.  The aid left.

     "I've got one man I want to dump off the Task Force.  He's nothing but a pain in the ass," Crawford said.

     Potts glanced at him.

     "What's the problem?"

     "He thinks the assassination wasn't aimed at the President.  His theory is that the First Lady was the primary target."

     Potts whirled his chair around square with the desk.  His attention was suddenly focused on Crawford.

     "That's utter nonsense.  Who is this guy?"

     "His name's Troy Barclay.  He's ATF."

     "Has he done anything about his theory?"

     "I don't think so.  He just told me about it today."

     Potts slammed his fist on the desk.  His face turned a redder shade of crimson.

     "It's going to be hard enough to prosecute Adair and Starr if everything goes well.  We don't need some lunatic, stirring things up with some crazy theory.  He could do irreparable damage to the case."

     "My thoughts exactly, sir.  That's why I'm going to tell his boss I want him off the Task Force."

     Potts stood.  It was a signal that the meeting was over.  Crawford rose to his feet.  

     "You have any trouble, call me," Potts said.

 

 

 Chapter Twelve – Breaking Up Is Hard To Do

 

 

     The Federal Courtroom was packed in anticipation of Steve Starr's Initial Appearance.  Spectators filled all of the seats and lined the walls.  Most of them were reporters sent to cover one of the most sensational cases Washington had seen in some time. Dozens of U.S. Marshals were stationed inside and outside of the courtroom.  A portable x-ray machine had been set up in the hallway.  Everyone entering the courtroom had passed through it.  Crawford was sitting at the prosecutor's table with Assistant United States Attorney Randy Tiggert.  Tiggert was a stocky man with a broad, wrinkled face that had earned him the nickname "bulldog".  He was a tenacious fighter who was famous for his dry wit and pithy sayings.  Tiggert and Crawford whispered a brief exchange.  Both of them then glanced at Steve Starr who was sitting by himself at the defendant's table.  The judge entered the courtroom through a back door.

 

     "Order in the court.  All rise for the Honorable Vince White," the bailiff called.

     Everyone in the courtroom stood until Judge White sat down.  He was a tall, raw-boned man, with a protruding Adam's apple and square forehead.  He looked more like a farmer than a judge.

     "Be seated," the bailiff intoned.

     Judge White scanned the courtroom, then looked down at a file.     "United States versus Stephen Andrew Starr, Case 93-24347," Judge White read.  "Mister Tiggert, are you ready to proceed?"

     Tiggert stood. "Yes, your Honor."  He sat back down.

     Judge White focused on Steve Starr.

     "Mister Starr, I see that you intend to represent yourself?"

     Starr rose to his feet.  He smiled at Judge White.

     "Yes, your Honor.  My attorneys have far more important things to do."

     "You don't consider this serious? 

     "No, your Honor.  This is a joke."

     Judge White shook his head.

     "Mister Starr, if you are ultimately found guilty, you could face the death penalty.  I ask that you reconsider."

     "I appreciate your concern, your Honor, but I'm not going to change my mind."

     "In that case, how do you plead?"

     Starr smirked at Tiggert.  "I plead insanity, your Honor."

     Judge White is exasperated.  "Sir, you can't do that.  You plead guilty, or not guilty."

     "I was pleading for the government, your Honor.  They have to be insane to do this."  

     Laughter sprinkled the air.  Judge White pounded his gavel on the bench.

     "Quiet," he bellowed, "or I'll clear the courtroom."  The courtroom quieted.  

     "Mister Starr, this isn't a comedy club.  How do you plead?"

     "Sorry, your Honor.  I plead not guilty."

     Judge White directed his attention to Tiggert.

     "Mister Tiggert, do you want to speak to the issue of bond?"

     Tiggert calmly got to his feet.  "I do, your Honor.  The Government asks that the defendant be held without bond.  Most of his financial holdings are outside this country.  It is conceivable he could flee."

     Starr leapt to his feet.  "Your Honor, I have no intention of fleeing the country.  After I win this case, and the lawsuits afterwards, I'm going to own the Department of Justice."

     "Think in terms of bail," Judge White ordered.

     "Fifty million, your Honor," Tiggert replied.

     The courtroom buzzed with muted exclamations.

     "That seems a little stiff," Judge White objected.

     "No problem, your Honor," Starr said.  "I'll have it here by noon."

     Judge White slammed his gavel.

     "So ordered.  Fifty million cash or surety."

     Starr turned to the spectators and gave the old Nixon double-handed victory sign.  

 

     Troy and Amber met for lunch at Moby's.  The place was packed with customers.  Troy and Amber were at a small table near the bar.  They were eating fish and chips out of plastic baskets lined with wax paper.  

     "Everyone else thinks Adair and Starr did it.  They found out that Guy Fahad was a snitch for Adair when he was with the CIA."

     Troy put down his fork.  "For God's sake, Amber, why don't they just paint a sign on Adair's back that says 'I done it'?  Talk about overkill.  Whoever set this thing up doesn't know when to quit.  Finding the rifle and ammo was one thing, but how many more coincidental things have to happen before everybody wakes up?  The odds of Starr and Adair being the killers are one in one hundred billion."

     Amber studied his face.  "All of the evidence points to them.  We haven't found anything that points to some other suspect.  Maybe you're wrong."

     Troy was disappointed.  He had hoped that Amber could see through the smoke and see the fire underneath.  

     "Look at it this way.  If you were the shooter, and you just capped the First Lady, would you leave the rifle in the trunk, the ammo in the back yard, a shooting diagram in your library and two hundred thousand dollars in a storage locker?"

     Amber thought about it for a long time.

     "No way."

     "So either Adair was set up, or he's dumber than a box of rocks, right?"

     "I guess."












     Troy tried to eat some of his fish, but he couldn't work up an appetite for it.  He pushed the basket away.

     "There's something I need to tell you."  Amber acted uncomfortable.  Troy wondered what was bothering her.

     "Crawford told me to quit working with you or I'm fired."

     Troy wasn't shocked but it was still a blow to him.  

     "He thinks your idea about the First Lady is crazy.  They're going to get rid of you."

     Troy felt a pang of hurt.  He realized how much he had been counting on Amber for support.

     "What are you going to do?"  His question hung in the air like a bad smell.  She folded her arms across her chest.

     "Maybe you're right, maybe not.  But if I help you, my career is in the toilet."

     He knew then that she had already made her decision.  He waved to their waitress and motioned for her to bring the check.

     "It's your life."

     "I've worked too hard to throw my career away on this stupid case.  The Task Force is my leg up to get a supervisor’s desk.  It's hard enough being a woman in the Bureau, but if they brand me a loose cannon, I might as well quit now."

     Troy took out his wallet.  Taking out a ten spot, he tossed it on the table.  He tried to act nonchalant.

     "Don't worry about my feelings, kid.  This isn't the first time I've been thrown under the bus.  I'm not going to slash my wrists or anything.  But there's one thing you should know.  I've never been wrong.  If you're with me, it's gonna be tough for a while, but in the end, you'll come out a winner."

     Amber fished some bills out of her purse.  Troy could see sadness in her eyes.

     "I'm really sorry, but if I get fired, my dad would never let me forget it.  He'd gloat over it until he died.  He'd make my life hell."

     "Look, maybe I'm out of place saying this, but it seems to me that you're a big girl now and it's time to quit running to daddy every time you have a problem.  It's your life.  You're the one who has to live with whatever decisions you make.  Not him.  You've got to trust your own judgment."

     Amber stared down at the table.  "I'm tired of making waves, Troy.  Maybe if I surrender, they'll leave me alone."

     "Don't count on it."

     Troy leaned across the table and patted her arm.  Tears welled in her eyes.

     "Chill, kid, it isn't any big deal," he said.  "It's probably for the best.  This partner thing was getting kind of old."  He stood.  "I'll see you around."

     He sauntered out of Moby's like he didn't have a care in the world.

 

     Troy drove back to the office in a somber mood.  He was bummed.  Losing Amber as an ally was a real blow.  Not only had she been there to cover his back, she had been a friend as well.  He had worked alone many times before, but somehow having her around had made the investigation just a little bit easier.  Taking control of his thoughts, he shoved her to the back of his mind.  He had more important matters to consider.  Looking in the mirror, he checked behind him for any sign of a tail.  He didn't see anything suspicious, but to make sure, he made a couple of quick turns.  A few blocks later he was sure no one was following him.  He was a block from the office when the radio squawked into life.

     "Unit Seventeen, see the man, 4033 North Landis Lane."

     "Ten-four," he responded.  He knew the address.  It was the KVBC studio.

 

     Twenty-odd minutes later he was seated across a desk from Dick Roth who for all the world looked like he hadn't moved or changed clothes since Troy and Amber's earlier visit.  He was on the phone.  After a final remark, he hung up.  He shoved a stack of junk out of the way, so he could see Troy.

     "Where's your partner?"

     "She had some other stuff to do."

     "Want a cup of coffee?"

     "Great."

     Roth spun around in his chair.  He took two Styrofoam cups out of a drawer and set them on a stack of papers.  

     "She would be a lot cuter if she dressed better."

     Troy eyed him curiously.  "Who?"

     "Your partner."

     "I never noticed."

     "Right."  Roth winked at him.

     "You ever heard the saying, don't shit in your own nest?  Well, that's the way it is with partners.  You start fooling around with a female partner and you're just asking for someone to get killed."

     Scooting his chair back from his desk, Roth grabbed a coffee pot off of his credenza.  He filled both cups.  He handed one to Troy.

     "Thanks."

     Roth changed the subject.  "I have a hot scoop for you, but I want to be there when the big one goes down."

     "I can do that."

     Roth leaned forward.  He whispered loud enough for anyone within a hundred feet to hear.

     "You're not going to believe this, but the same day the First Lady was killed, her best friend from college was stabbed to death."

     Troy was surprised.  "What?"

     "Her name was Heather Allan.  She was a hooker."

     "Where was she killed?"

     "In some flophouse in Berkeley, California."

     Troy let the news sink into his brain.  It changed everything.

     "Any suspects?"

     Roth put his feet up on his desk.  "Nope, they think it was a pro job."

     Troy emptied the cup of coffee in one long gulp.  He stood.

     "Thanks for the tip."

     He headed for the door.  Roth's voice followed him.

     "Don't forget our deal."

 

     Troy went to the ATF office to tell Franklin about Roth's tip.  He stopped by his desk to pick up his messages, which were stacked in a big heap on his blotter.  As he thumbed through the slips of paper, Devon Kelso sidled over to him. 

     "Franklin wants to see you in his office.  That scumbag Crawford is with him.  Better watch your back," Kelso warned.

     "Thanks."

     Troy knew what was coming.  Crawford could only be there for one purpose.  He was making good on this threat to throw Troy off the Task Force.  Troy wasn't worried about it.  Franklin would stand behind him.

     When Troy stepped into Franklin's office, he knew it was serious.  Franklin was wearing his suit jacket.  Crawford was sitting in one of the two straight-back chairs.  Franklin nodded at the other one.

     "Close the door, Troy, then have a seat."

     Troy did as instructed.  As soon as he was seated, Franklin pointed at Crawford.

     "He's been telling me some disturbing things about you.  He says you're disruptive and that you're not a team player.  He wants me to replace you with somebody else.  I want to hear your side of it."

     "Look, boss, we all know he's a prick.  He's just pissed cause I think they're going the wrong direction in the investigation."

     "As if you would know," Crawford sneered.

     "I know more than you think," Troy retorted.

     Franklin held up his hand.

     "Keep it civil, both of you."

     "What do you know, that we don't?"

     Troy addressed his comments to Franklin.  "You know the big deal they've been making of the calls Adair made to Starr?  Listen to this."

     Troy leaned forward and picked up Franklin's phone.  He turned on the speakerphone, and then punched in a series of numbers.  They heard the phone ringing.  The speaker box clicked, and then an awful squeal filled the air.  Troy quickly cut off the connection.

     "It's a fax line.  Starr and Adair didn't have any conversations on this line."

     Franklin focused on Crawford.  "Did you know it was a fax line, Larry?"

     "Uhh--not exactly," he stammered.

     "Troy, were you being disruptive?"

     "All I did was tell him my theory and the next thing I knew, he shit a Twinkie."

     Anger rippled across Crawford's face.  "He insulted me in front of the entire group."

     "After you tried to embarrass me," Troy countered.

     "What did you say?" Franklin queried.

     "He said he didn't ask for me, and I said his wife did."

     Crawford's face turned scarlet.  Franklin stifled his laughter.

     "You have anything else, Larry?"

     "Somebody's been putting superglue on my things, and I think it's him."

     "Get real," Troy scoffed.

     "Do you have any evidence that it's Troy?" Franklin asked.

     "No, and I don't need any.  I don't want him on the Task Force, period.  You push me, Chet, and Mitch Potts is gonna eat your lunch."

     Franklin's eyes smoldered like two coals, but he kept his anger in check.

     "Here's how it goes down.  Troy, you're off the Task Force.  Larry, get out of here before I lose my temper."

     Smirking at Troy, Larry left Franklin's office.

     Troy was stunned.  He couldn't believe Franklin had sold him out.  Troy started for the door.

     "Stay put," Franklin ordered.

     "I guess I was wrong about you.  I thought you stood behind your men."

     "Calm down, you moron, it isn't over yet.  You're off the Task Force, but still on the case."

     "What?"  

     "The Task Force is nothing but a glorified dick pull.  They don't do anything but kiss ass and try to make the papers.  You can do a lot more by yourself.  After hearing Crawford's version of the assassination, I think you're on the right track.  Keep me informed.  Now, get out."

     Troy stopped just short of the door.

     "Sorry I lost my cool, Captain."

     "Apology accepted.  You need any help, let me know.  But stay fucking away from Crawford."

 

     Back at the Task Force office, Amber was trying to track down the specific city crew that had put up the pendants.  According to one of the people she had talked to, a crew from the Street Light Department would have put up the pendants. As she hung up the phone, she saw Crawford walk jauntily into the office.  He seemed to be in a great mood.  He walked over to a group of his cronies who were sitting around a desk, shooting the bull. 

     "Hey, guys, Barclay's history," he said loud enough for the whole room to hear.  "That's what he gets for messing with a big dog."  

     Some of the guys around him gave him high fives.  Amber noticed that Clyde Fuller got up and walked out.  

     "Like I always say, you wanna run with the big dogs, you can't pee like a puppy," Crawford continued.

     His cronies laughed.  Crawford was high on himself.  He saw Amber.  He strutted over to her desk.

     "You made the right choice, Neilson.  Barclay's a loser."

     Amber ignored him.  She busied herself with her papers.  Crawford started to walk away, but then turned.  He tossed his car keys onto her desk.

     "I'm in a rush.  I need you to run my car down to the gas station and get it washed."

     Amber didn't say a word.  Only her eyes showed the tremendous anger that was ready to explode on Crawford.  

     He walked back over to his desk.  A second later his phone rang.  He reached for it--and nearly dislocated his arm as he tried to tug the receiver out of the cradle.  Someone had superglued the two parts together.  Crawford's anger flared.  Grabbing a metal ruler, he tried to pry up the receiver.  The ruler bent in half.

 

The phone kept on ringing.  Flinging the ruler across the room, Crawford picked up the entire phone and threw it on the floor.  The receiver broke in half.  Picking up the two pieces, Crawford tried to speak into the mouthpiece.  The phone quit ringing.  Crawford threw down the two halves of the receiver and stalked out of the office.

 

     Late that evening, Troy left the ATF Building and crossed the street to the parking garage.  He took the elevator to the Seventh Floor.  Stepping out of the elevator, he saw that his was the only car on the floor.  It was parked in the middle of the garage.  His footsteps echoed loudly in the confined space.  As he approached his car, he noticed that the dark blue paint was hidden under a thick layer of grime.  He made a mental note to stop by a car wash on his way into the office the next day.  He unlocked the driver's side door, and slipped behind the steering wheel.  He closed the door, and then put the key in the ignition.  Glancing to the left, he saw a car, barreling down on him.  He threw himself toward the passenger side of the car.  As he reached for the door handle, the approaching car crashed into his car.  The impact drove the side of Troy's car to the midline of the passenger compartment.  Troy flew into the passenger side door.  His head hit the armrest.  

 

     Dazed, he struggled to find the door handle.  His hand frantically searched the door panel.  It was under the armrest.  He yanked the handle, and then slammed his shoulder into the door.  It popped open.  He sprawled out onto the concrete deck.  His head spinning, he battled to his feet.  He drew his Beretta.  He peeked over the roof of the his car.  The driver of the other car saw him.  Sticking a pistol out the window, he fired three rounds at Troy who ducked behind his car.  Keeping low, Troy duck-walked to the rear fender.  He peeked at the other driver.  He didn't see Troy.  Straightening to his full height, Troy brought his pistol to bear on the other driver.  He fired twice.  The bullets slammed through the windshield into the driver's chest.  Troy heard another car.  Looking up, he saw two more cars, speeding up the garage deck toward him.  Fanzo was driving one, Hart the other.  Each car carried several passengers.  

 

     Troy sprinted across the floor to one of the inside stairwells.  Shots rang out, as he dodged behind a wall.  Bullets splattered the concrete behind him.  He stuck his pistol around the wall and fired at the cars.  Fanzo slid his car to a stop thirty feet from Troy's position.  His two passengers jumped out and began firing at Troy.  One of them charged the stairwell.  It was a stupid move.  Troy's bullet caught him in the forehead.  He stopped like he had hit a wall.  He slumped to the floor.  Hart's car stopped near Fanzo's car.  Hart's four passengers found cover and opened fire on Troy's position.  Two of them had machine guns.  Troy saw he couldn't hold the stairwell.  He emptied his gun at the men, and then tore up the stairs.  He rushed up to the Eighth Floor landing.  Looking out, he saw a dozen cars parked on the Eighth Floor.  He hesitated a brief instant, and then ran across the concrete to the closest car.  Spinning back to face the stairwell, he crammed a new magazine into his pistol.  

 

     Two of his pursuers exited the stairwell.  Troy shot them both, and then crouched behind the car, as bullets from their friends raked his position.  He belly crawled away from the car.  They couldn't see him from the stairwell.  He reached another car.  Peering around one of its tires, he saw his pursuers charge out of the stairwell toward the first car.  Troy rose to his feet and sprinted for the elevator.  Shouts erupted behind him.  Arms pumping wildly, Troy ran for all he was worth.  And he probably would have made it except Fanzo's car rocketed up from the Seventh Floor and cut him off.  Troy was forced to turn away.  He had nowhere to go but the stairwell at the other end of the garage.  Bullets flew past him in waves, as gunfire erupted behind him.  One bullet clipped a patch of hair off his head.  He reached the stairwell without being injured.  He started down the stairs, but saw one of the men, coming up from below.  Troy shot him.  The body tumbled down to the next landing.  

 

     Troy had no choice.  He ran up the stairs.  He came out on the top floor.  There wasn't a car in sight.  He heard them swarming up the stairs behind him.  He was out of time.  He sprinted around the perimeter of the building.  Looking down, he saw the street ten stories below.  Halfway around the garage, he was hidden from the stairwell by a concrete wall.  He heard them run out onto the Tenth Floor.  He was desperate.  He looked down the side of the building.  He saw something.  A narrow ledge ran around the entire structure.  It was about six feet down from the edge of the concrete floor.  The ledge wasn't wide enough to stand on, but if he held onto the floor, he might be able to stand on it long enough to evade his pursuers.  He heard the men spread out and begin to search the floor.  

 

     He sat down on the edge of the deck.  His legs dangled over nothing but air for ten stories.  Keeping a tight grip on a metal flange, he lowered himself until his whole body was hanging by his hands.  His feet hit the ledge.  From inside the parking garage, nothing of him was visible, except his knuckles.  He supported himself with his legs and eased up the pressure on his hands.  He could hear the bad guys as they searched the entire Tenth Floor.  They didn't find him.  He could tell by their voices that there were three of them.  After what seemed like an eternity, two of them went back down to the Ninth Floor.  The third one continued to prowl the Tenth Floor.  Even though his legs were taking some of his weight, his hands began to cramp.  He shifted his grip.  Standing beside the elevator, the third bad guy saw the movement.  He grinned.  A moment later Troy heard a noise.  He looked up into the eyes of the third bad guy.  

 

 

 Chapter Thirteen – Ten-Story Fall OK, Landing, Not So Much

 

 

     "Looks like your luck ran out, pal," he gloated.

     Reaching down, he pried one of Troy's fingers lose.  He was thoroughly enjoying himself.  He pried lose another finger.

     "You ain't a big league player.  You should'a stayed in the minors," he taunted.

     He pried off another finger, then another.  Troy was hanging by three fingers on each hand.  The bad guy teasingly pried off one finger then let it go.

     "You land right, you won't feel a--."

     Troy heard the sound of flesh striking flesh.  The bad guy was launched into the air above Troy.  Arms flailing crazily, he sailed through the air and landed with a gut-splashing thud on the sidewalk some one hundred feet below.  Troy peered up, as Amber's face appeared above him.  She grabbed one of his wrists.

     "Don't need a partner, huh?"  

     "I changed my mind," he gasped.

     She grabbed a thick cable with her other hand.  With surprising strength, she pulled him up onto the deck.  Troy collapsed on the rough concrete.  They heard sirens in the distance.  Amber helped him to his feet.  He was shaky as hell.  He leaned on her shoulder.

     "Thanks--I thought I was a goner."

     "No problem.  Are you okay?"

     "Yeah--what are you doing here?"

     "I came to tell you I changed my mind."

     Troy stood.  They faced each other.

     "About what?"

     "Working together.  I thought about it and I'd rather go down in flames than kiss Crawford's ass to get a desk.  I talked to my dad.  I told him that I decided to hire an attorney to fight the Bureau.  He was really pissed.  He threatened to cut me out of his will."

     "What did you say?"

     "I told him to keep his damn money.  I don't need it.  That if he can't accept me as a woman, than maybe we should go our separate ways."

     Troy was surprised by her boldness.  "How do you feel?"

     "Good.  It feels like this big weight lifted off my shoulders.  For the first time in my life, I'm free to be myself.  I don't need his approval any more.  I can't believe I did it."

     Troy patted her shoulder.

     "You're all right, partner.  I can use the help.  We're gonna find the shooter."  She smiled when he said partner.

     "How?"

     "I'm going to talk to Adair.  Maybe he knows something."

     "What makes you think he'll talk?"

     Troy smiled. "I have an honest face."

     Side by side, they walked down the parking structure to the Seventh Floor.  Two cop cars were parked near remains of Troy's car.  The cops had two of the bad guys spread-eagled on their car.  Troy flashed his badge at them.  Amber gasped when she saw Troy's car.

     "Your poor car," she exclaimed.

     Troy shook his head.

     "My car nothing--it's checked out in your name."

     She slugged him.

 

     Frederick, Maryland sweltered in the heat of a warm, humid front that had moved into the area after a day of violent thunderstorms.  Even though the sun had fled over the horizon some four hours earlier, the night had brought no coolness to the air.  It was still stifling hot.  Out on the east side of town, Graham drove a stolen, green Camaro into the parking lot of a seedy motel.  It was an ancient place that had seen its heyday in the Forties.  Over the years it had been bought and sold a dozen times, but nothing had stopped the march of time that had rotted the wood, peeled the paint, and corroded the pipes.  The motel buildings were in the shape of a three-sided square, with the empty side toward the road.  A variety of old cars were parked in the gravel parking lot.  

 

     After a second or two, the Camaro's door opened and Graham climbed stiffly out of the car.  Holding onto the door, he slowly stretched his legs and back.  While he was stretching, he scoped out the motel.  He liked everything he saw.  The walls between each unit were concrete block.  The roof was tile.  Each unit had a front and back entrance and a big front window.  Of the twenty-four units in the complex, it appeared that only six of them were occupied.  Graham saw that Unit Six, which was on the end of the longest building, fit his needs exactly.  He slammed the car door, and then crunched across the gravel to the office.  He liked the gravel too.  No one could cross it without enough noise to wake a cautious man.  And if nothing else, Graham was a cautious man.  He pushed through the office door into the office.  It was a tiny place.  A tall counter cut the room in half.  A wizened Indian man got up from a desk behind the counter and nodded to Graham.

     "Good evening, sir."  His accent sounded faintly British, marking him as someone who had probably lived in India during the rule of Great Britain.

     "I'd like a room, preferably Number Six."

     The clerk turned to his key rack.  Both keys for Number Six were hung on the rack.  He took one set and put it on the counter.

     "Just yourself?"

     "That's right."

     "Twenty-four dollars, please."

     Graham handed him a twenty and a ten.  The clerk moved to the cash register and made change.  He handed Graham six one-dollar bills.

     "Check out time is eleven o'clock."

     Graham started for the door, then turned.

     "Has anyone else booked a room tonight?"

     The clerk smiled.  "Not tonight, not this week."

 

     Graham backed the Camaro into the last parking place on the gravel lot.  Anyone driving by would have to stop and get behind the car to see the license plate.  And that meant they would have to cross the gravel driveway.  He didn't have any luggage.  He had stopped at a small grocery store and picked up a sack of groceries.  After making sure the car doors were locked, he carried the sack of groceries to the room.  No one in the complex seemed even slightly interested in his arrival or what he was doing.  That suited him fine.  The door to Number Six was locked.  He used his key to unlock the door.  He took one quick glance around the grounds, and then stepped into the room.  It was dark as the inside of a lawyer's heart.  He found the switch with his hand.  He flicked on the lights.  

 

     The layout was exactly what he had expected.  The larger room contained the bed, which was bracketed by two end tables.  A dresser leaned against the wall at the foot of the bed.  An ancient television squatted on the dresser.  A dial-type telephone sat on the dresser beside the television.  Graham tossed the grocery sack onto the bed.  His attention was fixed on an old sofa that occupied a wall several feet from the bed.  He lifted one end of the sofa.  It was very heavy.  He put it back down.  The bathroom opened off of the main room through a narrow doorway.  Graham had just started toward the bathroom, when someone knocked on the door.  He froze.  The knock sounded again.  Drawing his Glock, he cat-walked to the door.  With the pistol in his right hand pointed at head level, he opened the door a crack.  A young, pretty Indian woman was standing in the thin shaft of light that shone into the yard.

     "Yes."  He had the pistol aimed at her head.

     "Do you want some company tonight?"

     Instantly, he relaxed.  He lowered the pistol.  Her old man had smelled money and sent her to his room.

     "What is your name?"

     "Ganni."

     Graham studied her face and figure.  She didn't seem bothered that he was inspecting her.  

     "How would you like to earn five hundred dollars?"

     Her eyes shown with greed.  He knew she would tell her father he had paid her two hundred dollars and she would pocket the rest.

     "Very much, sir."

     "Can you stay awake all night?"

     "For five hundred dollars I will stay awake for a week."

     Graham laughed.  "Just tonight."  He slid the pistol into his belt, and then took out his wallet.  He counted out five one hundred dollar bills and handed them to her.  

     "You live above the office?"

     "That is true."

     "You watch the parking lot.  If anyone looks at my car, you ring my phone one ring, do you understand?"

     "Yes, sir."  

     "All night."

     "Yes, sir."

     He closed the door.  For several moments she lingered at his door.  He thought about taking advantage of the situation, but dismissed it as too dangerous.  At last he heard her walk away.

 

     He quickly checked out the bathroom.  He made sure the window would open from the inside and that there was enough room for him to squeeze through the opening.  There was.  He turned out all of the lights, and then stripped the covers off the bed.  It took him ten minutes to arrange everything to his satisfaction.  As soon as he lay down, he went to sleep.

 

     At 2:00 A.M. the phone rang once.  He woke up instantly.  Moving his hand a few inches, he found his Glock.  Barely breathing, he listened to the sounds of the night.  The room was very dark.  The only light filtered in through a crack between the thick drapes on the front window.  A few seconds went by then he heard the distant crunch of a footstep on gravel.  It wasn't repeated.  Graham pushed the blanket down away from his fully dressed body.  His gun hand was free.  A shadow passed the front window.  Graham concentrated on the door.  He glanced at the clock.  2:05 A.M.  He heard a slight noise.  Someone had slid a key into the front door lock.  Graham focused on the door.  Soundlessly, it opened.  A figure slipped into the room.  The door closed.  

 

     Graham's eyes strained to see in the darkness.  Seconds dragged by into years; minutes into centuries.  Graham knew he was up against a pro.  The guy was good.  Good enough to beat him.  A shadow detached itself from the darkness.  It moved over beside the bed.  Graham's body lay under the covers.  The figure pointed a pistol at Graham's still figure.  ZZPPTT.  ZZPPTT.  ZZPPTT.  Three muffled bullets slammed into Graham's body.  Three lances of flame marked the paths of the bullet.  The dark figure pulled back the bedding.  Three pillows imitated a body.  The assassin looked up.  From behind the sofa, Graham shot him three times.  The three blasts shook the room.  The assassin was thrown against the wall.  He collapsed to the floor.  Graham slowly rose from behind the sofa.  He had planted the dummy in the bed, and then slept between the sofa and the wall.  Moving across the floor, he checked the body of the assassin.  Graham saw dark splotches of blood on the wall.  Graham picked up the assassin's gun.  He put it in the grocery sack, glanced quickly around the room, and then walked out the front door.  He hurried to his car.  Five minutes later he was heading east.

 

     Amber didn't go with Troy to talk to Adair.  Troy was afraid that unless it was a one on one situation, Adair would be too uncomfortable.  Troy arrived at the Metropolitan Correction Facility just after 8:00 A.M.  He went directly to the booking area.  A lone guard was on duty.  Troy showed him his badge.  

     "I want to see Mark Adair."

     The guard looked at a clipboard.  "Says he don't want no visitors."

     Troy wrote a message on a slip of paper. 

          MARK, I KNOW YOU ARE INNOCENT

          IF YOU'LL TALK TO ME, I CAN HELP.

          I KNOW WHO SET YOU UP.  TROY BARCLAY, ATF

     He handed the paper to the guard.

     "Will you have someone take that to his cell?"

     "Cost you five bucks."

     Troy didn't argue.  He handed the guard a five-dollar bill.  Five minutes later a different guard entered the booking room.  He motioned for Troy to follow him.  He took Troy to the same interrogation room where he and Amber had talked to Kamal.  Troy sat in the same chair he had sat in before.  A short time later the same guard returned with Adair.  The guard unchained Adair's hands and feet, then left.  Troy motioned to one of the chairs.

     "You can sit if you want."

     "I'll stand."

     Troy noticed that Adair didn't look well.  His face was haggard and his eyes were glassy.

     "Thanks for seeing me."

     "You better not be trying to trick me."

     Troy took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket.  He threw them on the table.

     "You can smoke if you want."

     That broke the ice.  Adair sat down at the table and lit up a smoke.  He sat back and folded his arms over his chest.

     "Tell me why you think I'm innocent," Adair said.

     "For one thing, you couldn't hit a fucking barn at eight-hundred yards, let alone a man."

     "Probably true."

     "For another, you aren't stupid enough to leave the rifle in your trunk."

     Adair nodded.  "Definitely true."

     Troy took a folded eight-by-ten photograph out of his pocket.  It was a fuzzy facial shot of Graham.  He held it up so Adair could see it.  Adair leaned forward.  He was suddenly excited.

     "Where did you get that?"

     "Who is it?"

     "His name's Graham, Ivan Graham.  He's a hitter.  Worked with me in the CIA.  Best sniper we ever had.  He could hit a pop bottle at a thousand yards."  Adair suddenly stopped talking.  Understanding rippled across his face.  "Wait a second.  Is he the one?  Did he nail the First Lady?"

     Troy didn't answer.  "Why were you at the Ramsey Building?"

     Adair lit another cigarette.  

     "I got a call from somebody who used my CIA code name.  Said one of my old snitches had a hot tip for me.  I was supposed to debrief him.  That's it."

     Troy put away Graham's picture.

     "Which snitch?"

     Adair was practically vibrating he was so wired.

     "His code name was Rabbit.  He was a Czech.  Once in a while he had something good."

     "Had the Company ever had you do other little jobs after you quit?"

     "A couple, but not for a long time."

     Troy stood up.  Adair reached out to him.

     "Come on, man, don't do this to me.  Tell me."

     "Rabbit is dead.  So is Guy Fahad.  Graham's out in the cold.  He's the shooter."

     Adair's shoulders sagged with relief.  Tears trickled down his face.

     "Thanks, man, I mean it.  They were gonna hang me.  No one else tried to help me."

     "It's not over.  I'll deny everything I told you.  If you want out, you help me find Graham.  Do you know where he lives?"

     Words poured out of Adair.  "Last I heard he was here in Washington.  If you have access to the CIA computer, run his code name.  It's Plinker.  The last thing he worked on was called Project Night Cap.  It was an inside joke.  We called him that cause he put everybody to sleep--permanently."

     "You have an address, even an old one?"

     "I used to drop him off at the corner of Portsmouth and Sixteenth."

     "Anything else?"

     "Sometimes he used a different name.  Not very often, but usually when we weren't working."

     "What's the name?

     "Pete Hegerty."

 

     Amber was waiting in the parking lot.  She was in a brand new Bureau car.  Troy got in on the passenger side. 

     "Where did you get the car?"  He slammed the door.

     She smiled a devious smile.  "Crawford was supposed to get the next new car that came into the motor pool.  But he wasn't there when the cars arrived, so I sort of borrowed it."

     "Way to go.  You'll make a good investigator yet."

     "Your confidence is under whelming."

     "When he finds out, he's gonna pop an artery," Troy laughed.

     "What a shame."

     She eased the car out onto the street.

     "What did Adair have to say? She asked.

     "The shooter is Ivan Graham.  He was a hit man for the CIA.  He lives here--near Portsmouth and Sixteenth.  We'll have them run his name through the National Crime Information Center on our way over there."

     "That's unbelievable.  Why would they use someone Adair knew?"

     "I don't have a clue, but there has to be a reason."

     "What about the Task Force.  Should you tell them?"

     "When pigs fly."

     

     Potts and Crawford were having a closed-door meeting in Potts' office.  Crawford was sitting in his usual chair.  Potts was pacing between his desk and the window.  Both men were smoking.  

     "I think we ought to interview Starr and Adair," Crawford said.

     "You think they'll talk to you?"

     "They don't have a choice.  If they won't talk to us, it makes them look guilty.  We have them by the balls."

     Potts stopped in front of the window. 

     "Starr has been a thorn in the President's side since the election.  The press treats him like he's still a candidate.  He's got so damn much money, he can outspend us ten to one on any issue and not even feel it.  He's like this--uh--bad dream that won't go away.  But I never thought he would go this far."

     Crawford loosened his tie.  

     "From what I hear, he makes Hitler look like Mister Rogers.  He wants something he gets it.  Anybody gets in his way, he stomps them."

     Potts continued pacing.

     "Harassing the President is one thing, but trying to kill him is a whole new ball game.  I just didn't think Starr was that obsessed."

     "Maybe he thought he could get away with it."

     "Anything's possible."

     There was a moment of silence, and then Potts snapped his finger.

     "Did you get rid of that rabble rouser--what was his name--Barclay or whatever?"

     Crawford puffed out his chest.  He was proud of himself.  He snapped his fingers.

     "Like that."

     "Good job.  He was nothing but a liability."

 

     Troy and Amber parked near the corner of Portsmouth and Sixteenth and waited for Graham's address to come back from the National Crime Information Center. 

     "Did Adair say anything else about Graham?" Amber asked.

     "Not much.  Supposedly he was the best sniper the CIA ever had."

     "Did Adair have any idea who might have hired Graham to do the hit?"

     "I didn't ask him.  I didn't want to push him too hard.  He was nervous enough as it was."

     The radio hissed into life.  "Central, to Three-November."

     Amber grabbed the microphone.  "This is Three-November."

     "Be advised the D.L. you requested comes back to Ivan Graham, 68 East Sixteenth Street, Apartment Three."

     "Three-November will be Code Seven at that location."

     "Central, clear."

     Troy looked out the window.  They were parked in front of 68 East Sixteenth.  It was a six-unit, garden-style apartment complex built around a swimming pool.  It was a nice place that looked well maintained. 

     "Looks like we're here," Troy said.

     Amber checked her holster and pistol.  Exiting the car, they slowly approached the front entrance to the apartment complex.  They entered a covered hallway that took them to the pool area.  Troy noticed several babes, sunning themselves in lounges.  Amber caught his eye and waggled her finger at him.  Troy saw that the front doors of all six units opened onto the pool area.  Troy spotted Unit Three and pointed it out to Amber.  As they neared the front door, they could see it was standing ajar.  Troy motioned for Amber to take the left side of the doorway.  He took the right side.  

 

     They eased up to the door.  Loud laughter erupted from inside the apartment.  It sounded like two or three men.  Troy drew his gun.  Amber already had hers out.  Troy held up three fingers.  He nodded, and then lowered one finger.  When all fingers were down, they stormed into the apartment.  They plunged through a short hallway into the living room.  Two men were stuffing things into boxes.  The room was a mess.  The two men gaped at them in astonishment.

     "Hands up," Troy yelled.  

     Troy and Amber closed on the two men.  Their hands shot into the air.

     "Hey, what is this?" the bigger of the two men complained.

     Troy and Amber kept them at gunpoint.

     "Who are you?" Troy demanded.

     "I'm the super, man, we're just cleaning out this apartment."

     "Where's Graham?" Amber asked.

     "You're a couple days too late.  He got killed in an airplane crash like two days ago.  He didn't have no relatives, so we're boxing up his stuff and giving it to the parish."

     Troy motioned with his Beretta.  "You can put your hands down."

     Both men did so.  

     "Man, you scared the shit out of us," the super told them.

     "Yeah, we thought you was drug dealers or something," his companion added.

     "Sure, we really look like drug dealers, ace," Amber scoffed.

     Troy and Amber holstered their pistols.  The super, who hadn't ever missed a meal, or a snack, flopped onto Graham's couch.  It groaned ominously.  He didn't notice.

     "Where did this plane crash happen?" Troy asked.

     "Somewhere out in California, near Yosemite Park," the super answered.

     "We're going to look around a bit.  If we need to take anything, we'll let you know," Troy said.

     The super waved his arms to encompass the entire apartment.

     "Be my guest."

     Troy went to the bedroom, while Amber started in the living room.  They poked through every nook and cranny but didn't come up with anything.  After an hour, they gave it up.

 

     Amber dropped off Troy in front of the ATF Building.  He had some work to do at his desk.  The minute he walked into the office, he knew something was wrong.  Franklin was waiting at his desk.  His face looked grim.  Kelso and the other agents didn't yell out their usual greetings and insults.  They pretended to be absorbed in their work.  Troy set his notebook down on the desk.

     "What's up?

     Franklin wasn't happy.  "I thought I told you to stay away from Crawford."

     "I haven't been anywhere near him."

     Franklin pointed toward his office.  "Well, he's here, and he isn't alone.  He's got Mitch Potts with him, and he's ready to tear you two new assholes.  When we get in there, you keep your mouth shut and follow my lead, got it?"

     "Do I have a choice?" 

     They walked to Franklin's office.  Troy closed the door after Franklin.  Potts and Crawford were sitting in the only two chairs.  Troy leaned against the door.  Franklin sat down.  Troy noticed that he looked tired.

     "What's this all about?" Franklin asked.

     "I'm going to make this short and sweet, Franklin.  Your boy is destroying the assassination investigation, and I am ordering you to stop him."

     Franklin reached for his cigar box.  As he prepped a cigar for lighting, he continued the conversation.

     "What exactly did he do?"

     "He--" Crawford started to speak, but Potts cut him off.  Potts pointed at Franklin.  Troy knew that wasn't going to sit well with him.

     "We're not here to debate this thing.  Either you do as you're told, or you're out too."

     Troy saw the little telltale signs that signaled Franklin was about to lose his temper.  

     "You may have enough clout to get my job, Potts, but until I hear what Troy did wrong, I'm not doing anything."

     "He interviewed Adair without my approval which may jeopardize this entire investigation."

     "He forced Adair to talk to him?"

     "No, but Adair's attorney wasn't there, and it is unethical and against policy to interview a subject without his attorney."

     Franklin's face was hard.  "Why hasn't Adair's attorney called me to complain?  It seems to me if Adair wanted to complain, he would have done so by now."

     "That's not the point," Potts barked.  "Understand this.  If you cross me--if I find out that Barclay is conducting any kind of investigation related to the assassination, I will personally crucify both of you."

     Potts abruptly rose to his feet.  He stamped out of the office with Crawford right behind him.

     Franklin grimaced.  "Why did you talk to Adair?" Please tell me you had a good reason."

     Troy retrieved Graham's picture from his pocket.  He handed it to Potts.

     "Adair identified the shooter as Ivan Graham.  He was a hit man for the CIA.  Adair said he was the best shot the CIA ever had.  He worked with Adair on a couple of jobs.  Up until a few days ago, he lived on Sixteenth Street.  Amber and I were just at his apartment."

     "He wasn't there?"

     "Uhh--the bad news is that he supposedly got killed in a plane crash two days ago."

     "Ouch."

     "Not to worry, Chief, one of my sources came up with something else.  The day the First Lady bought it, her best friend from Berkeley was stabbed to death."

     Franklin leaned across the desk.  Excitement blazed in his eyes.

     "You tell those two assholes any of this?"

     "Fuck no."

     Franklin beamed.  "You're on to something, Troy.  The way I see it, the best friend's death has to be related to the assassination."

     "Here, here."

     "You know, if you're in California, you won't butt heads with Crawford and Potts."

     "I'm going to check out the plane crash and the murder."

     "It wouldn't be the first time someone staged a crash."

     "My thoughts exactly."

     "How soon can you leave?"

     "Tomorrow morning."

     "Bon voyage."

     Troy started out the door.

     "Uh, Captain, if they fire Amber from the Task Force, could we squeeze some money out of the budget so she can go too?  She's earned it."

     "I'll put her on the payroll as a snitch.  Tell her to take a week of annual leave.  That way she's administratively pure."

     Troy hurried to his desk to put in a call to Amber.

 

     In San Rafael, it was lunchtime.  All over the city, people knocked off work to take their one-hour lunch breaks.  In a large industrial park on the east side of the city, workers streamed out of the large warehouses that fronted on the busy streets.  The warehouses were near three long piers that extended several hundred feet out into the Bay.  A half-dozen cargo ships were docked along the piers.  Men were working frantically to unload the gigantic ships.  Tractor-trailer rigs drove in a steady stream back and forth between the ships and the warehouses.  Traffic was a mess.

 

     One of the trucks backed up to the loading dock of one of the warehouses.  A worker signaled the driver which way to turn to get the trailer lined up with the dock.  The worker was Ted Tomlinson.  He was dressed in rough work clothes and had a hard hat scrunched down on his head.  As soon as the trailer was parked, he waved to the driver, and then hurried into the warehouse.  A moment later he reappeared.  He was carrying a lunch pail.  Some other workers left the building at the same time.  They were laughing and insulting one another.  Tomlinson didn't join in the fun.  Keeping his head down, he ducked into an alley between two of the warehouses.  The alley was deserted.  Tomlinson hurried along the narrow roadway, his eyes scanning the alley for trouble.  A black rental car appeared behind him.  Fanzo was driving.  Hart was the passenger.  The car bore down on Tomlinson.  Some sixth sense warned him.  He spun around.  He saw the car, rushing toward him.  He was trapped in the alley.  

 

 

 Chapter Fourteen – Can’t We All Just Get Along?

 

 

     He reacted instantly.  He lunged across the alley into a shallow cove in the wall.  The black car thundered by him at sixty miles per hour.  It slammed on its brakes the instant it passed him.  He leapt out of the cove and sprinted back toward the street. The car squealed to a stop.  Fanzo threw it into reverse.  Tires smoking, the car chased after Tomlinson.  He saw a narrow passage between two walls.  It was barely wide enough for a man.  He darted into the passageway and kept running.  The car slid to a stop.  Fanzo and Hart jumped out.  They ran after Tomlinson.  He reached the end of the narrow passage just as Fanzo opened fire with his silenced pistol.  Bullets whizzed by Tomlinson as he lunged out of the passage.  

 

     He found himself in an alley behind the warehouse.  Glancing desperately around him, Tomlinson tried to find a way to escape.  His eye noticed a fire ladder on the side of the warehouse.  He heard Fanzo and Hart thundering toward him in the passage.  He had no choice.  He grabbed the bottom rung of the metal ladder.  Hoisting himself up, he scrambled up the ladder to the roof of the two-story building.  It was not a moment too soon.  Fanzo and Hart dashed out of the passageway just as Tomlinson disappeared onto the roof.  Fanzo and Hart saw him.  They ran for the ladder.  Up on the roof, Tomlinson bolted for the far side of the warehouse.  He hoped to find a fire escape on the other side of the building.  He was about half way across the roof, when Fanzo and Hart began firing at him.  A bullet tore a hole through the fleshy part of his arm.  Blood showered onto the roof.  

 

     Like hounds, Fanzo and Hart closed in on Tomlinson.  They kept firing as they ran.  Bullets hit the roof and ricocheted all around Tomlinson.  He came to the edge of the roof.  There wasn't a ladder.  He was trapped.  It was two full stories to the ground below.  He ran toward another side of the building.  Fanzo and Hart split up.  Tomlinson reached the edge of the building and looked down.  No ladder.  If he jumped, they would have an easy shot at him on the ground.  A double semi-trailer rolled by the building.  The tops of the trailers were eight feet below the roofline.  Tomlinson saw his chance.  Fanzo and Hart were almost on him.  He was out of options.  Running at full speed, he launched himself out over the edge of the building.  

 

     He landed on the top of one of the trailers with rib-breaking force.  He frantically spread his arms and legs to keep from sliding off the smooth aluminum surface.  As the truck gathered speed, Fanzo and Hart appeared at the edge of the roof.  Both of them emptied their pistols at the trailer, but none of the bullets came close to Tomlinson.  The truck lumbered onto a major road and was gone.

 

     Potts and Crawford waited until right before 5:00 P.M. to call Amber into Crawford's office.  She spent the afternoon gathering documents that she would not have access to after they threw her off the Task Force.  All of the other investigators knew what was going on and avoided her like the plague.  Except for Clyde Fuller.  Late in the afternoon he strolled majestically over to her desk.  That he didn't give a damn about Potts or Crawford was perfectly clear.  He sat on the desk next to hers and grinned down at her.

 

     "I heard you've been a naughty girl."

     Amber giggled.  She couldn't help it.  "I didn't make nice-nice with Pottsy and his trained dog."

     "They say you and Troy don't think Adair did it."

     "That's right.  We think it's a frame."

     "I hope you're right.  I've known Starr for twenty years and there's no way he was involved in it.  He was perfectly happy sitting on the outside, shooting down everything the President tried to do."

     Crawford and Potts walked into the main office.  Crawford motioned for Amber to join them.  Fuller flipped Crawford a bird.  Crawford ignored him.

     "Gotta go." Amber got up from her desk.  Fuller pulled her over and whispered in her ear.

     "Don't sit in the chair on Crawford's right."

     She nodded.  Crossing the room, she wondered what Fuller was up to.  Potts and Crawford were both standing when she entered Crawford's office.  Remembering Fuller's advice, she sat in the chair on Crawford's left.  Potts took the other chair.  After closing the door, Crawford sat down behind his desk.  He gave her a stern look.

     "I'm sure you know what I'm going to say," Crawford announced smugly.

     "You're coming out of the closet," she smiled.

     His face ripened with blood.

     "Chief of Staff Potts and myself know what you and Barclay have been doing, and it's going to stop.  Effective immediately, you are off the Task Force."

     Potts jumped in.  "You're out of control, young lady, and we can not have that.  You and Barclay have jeopardized this entire investigation just to satisfy your own egos."

     "How exactly are we jeopardizing the investigation," she asked Potts.

     "Watch your tone, Neilson, or I'll suspend you so fast you won't know what hit you."

     Amber stared him down.

     "What are you afraid of, Larry, that we're right and you're wrong?"

     Crawford jumped to his feet.  Leaning across the desk, he yelled in her face.

     "That's it, Neilson, you're out of here.  Pack up your personal shit and get out.  You have five minutes to clear out."

     Amber stood.  She got in Larry's face.

     "Come on, Larry, let's go outside and settle this man to man, or are you afraid I'll kick your butt?"

     For a second, Crawford almost lost it.  He gripped the desk with both of his hands.

     "You're a disgrace to the Bureau," Potts growled.

     "Kiss my ass," Amber said.

     Potts tried to leap to his feet, but something else happened.  The chair came with him.  It was stuck tight to his pants and jacket.  He was superglued to the chair.  Crawford ran around his desk to help Potts.  

     "What the hell!" Potts roared.  He struggled to stay on his feet.  Crawford tugged on the chair.  There was the sound of tearing cloth.  The chair came lose but half of Potts' jacket was stuck to it.  The chair was still stuck to his pants.  Potts pulled with all his might.  The chair tore lose.  The seat of Potts' trousers stayed on the chair.  Potts was mad as hell.  Holding back her laughter, Amber went back to her desk.  Curious investigators crowded around Crawford's door.  Some of them walked back to their desks.  She heard them laughing.  She began to pack her things into a box.  Potts stormed out of Crawford's office with what was left of his jacket wrapped around his waist.  He was livid.  A couple of minutes later, Crawford came over to her desk.  Glowering, he looked down at her.

     "You're to report to Rick Mearnes on the Seventh Floor."

     She smiled.  "Not today.  I'm going on annual leave."

     She finished packing her box.  Crawford's face was rosy as a beet.

     "That was an order, Neilson.  You get your ass down to the Seventh Floor."

     "I'm on a week's AL," she said.  Standing, she picked up her box and started toward the door.

     "Get back here," Crawford ordered.

     She kept walking.  Crawford lunged after her and caught her arm.  It was a bad mistake.  A roomful of witnesses saw him do it.

 

Amber dropped her box, whirled around, and whipped her elbow down in a tight arc directly at Crawford's arm.  He cried out in pain as the blow slammed into his arm.  Before he could withdraw the arm, she grabbed it, flexed her hip and sent him crashing into a nearby desk.  He stayed down.  

     "Don't ever touch me again," she snarled.  She picked up her box and walked out.   

 

     Troy and Amber left from Dulles at 5:00 A.M. and arrived in Berkeley just after 8:00 A.M.  After renting a car, they drove to the Berkeley police station.  It was a beautiful day with the temperature an idyllic 70 degrees.  There was a trace of morning fog lingering in the air.  It was a far cry from the heat and humidity they had left behind in Washington.  At the police station they were escorted through the building to the Homicide Division, which was on the second floor.  A Captain Respoli greeted them and took them into his office.  Respoli was a bear of a man with dark hair and coal-black eyes.  After introductions and small talk, Troy cut to the chase.

 

     "As I was saying, Captain, this is an extremely sensitive case, and we would appreciate it if you kept our discussion absolutely confidential."

     "You have my word."  

     Troy had the distinct feeling that Respoli wasn't a man who took his word lightly.

     "We understand that a woman named Heather Allan was murdered the same day the First Lady was assassinated?"

     Respoli picked up a folder from his desk.  He shook his head.

     "Got the file right here.  It was a bad one.  Somebody cut her up like a piece of beef.  Raped her too.  Her face was so cut up, we had to ID her with fingerprints."

     He tossed the file to Troy who opened it and shared it with Amber.

     "That same night one of my detectives disappeared.  We found his car all shot up and burning at a local lumberyard, but he was gone.  Haven't heard from him since.  We've got bulletins out all over the State.  We don't know if he's kidnapped, dead or what."

     Troy and Amber examined the crime scene pictures of Heather Allan's room.  Amber looked away.

     "Did your detective and Heather Allan know each other?"  Amber asked.

     "That's right.  She was one of his snitches.  They had known each other since high school.  She was a hooker--did coke--lots of it.  Had to hook to pay for her habit."

     Troy was still studying the pictures of Heather.  Something about the corpse just didn't seem right.  It almost felt like she had been posed for the camera.  Troy had seen dozens of murders and there was always an element of disarray that was missing in the photo he had in his hand.

     "What is your guy's name?"  Troy inquired.

     "Lieutenant Ted Tomlinson.  He had been on the force about ten years."

     Troy closed the file.  "Was he a local guy?"

     "Bay area."

     "Did you ever get any leads on the Allan murder?"

     Respoli leaned back in the chair and put his hands behind his head.  

     "Just a couple.  Some wino saw two men go into her room.  Said they left an hour or so later in a black car.  That's about it."

     "Are you actively pursuing the murder?"

     "Sure, but we're fresh out of leads."

     "Would it be okay if we looked at Tomlinson's file?" Troy wasn't sure how Respoli would feel about outsiders seeing a personnel file.

     "Be my guest.  Oh, and if you want to find out anything about Heather Allan, you should talk to her old volleyball coach.  Her name is Larissa Janish.  Her address is in the file."

     "Thanks for your help."  Troy caught Amber's eye.  They stood.

     Respoli came up out of his chair with his hand extended.  He shook hands with both of them.

     "I'll tell the people in Personnel to be expecting you.  It was nice meeting both of you."

 

     The people in Personnel put them in a vacant office with Tomlinson's personnel folder and the file on Heather Allan.  Troy sat down in a chair and began to page through the Allan file.  Amber did the same with the Tomlinson folder.  A half hour later Troy finished his review.  Amber was making notes on things she had found in Tomlinson's folder.

     "There's not much here," Troy told her.

     "Same here.  According to this, Tomlinson was just an ordinary cop who did an average job.  He's got a few citations, one or two minor dings, but otherwise, routine as hell.  Get this, the Department keeps informant information right in the cop's file."

     "No way," Troy exclaimed.

     "Yep.  Tomlinson turned Allan into a snitch about five years ago.  He popped her on a possession charge, then let her work it off with tips.  I didn't look at everything she gave him, but most of it was nickel and dime stuff."

     "I've looked at these crime scene pictures a couple of times, and they just don't look right," Troy said.

     "You mean the cops fucked up the photos?"

     Troy struggled for words.  "No, the pictures are fine.  I'm talking about the cuts on her body.  They're too--uh--uniform.  It's almost like the killer was trying to imitate a serial killer but didn't have the same feeling for the job a serial killer would have had."

     "Heavy, man," Amber kidded him.

     "And who would hire a professional killer to whack a two-bit whore?  It doesn't make sense.  Pimps kill whores, not hit-men."

     "I found addresses for some of Tomlinson's relatives.  Maybe one of them can shed some light on his disappearance.  Did you find the address for that lady--what was her name?"

     "Janish--Larissa Janish, 234 S. Cherry Lane."

     "You think we should take the time to talk to her?"

     "Probably, since we're just grasping at straws anyway."

     Amber walked over to a window and looked out at the city.

     "We're hoping to find a connection between Heather Allan's murder and the assassination of the First Lady, right?"

     Troy joined her beside the window.

     "That was the thought.  It just seems too coincidental that they were both killed on the same day," he said.

     "Have you ever lived in California?"

     He glanced at her.  "No, but I've thought about it.  I love San Diego.  God, what a great place to live."

     "I went there once.  I went shopping downtown in this big mall, but there were too many bums hanging around it."

     "Horton Plaza."

     "Yeah, that's it."

     "I like San Francisco too.  But it's cold a lot of the time."

     "I'm ready for a change.  I've been in Washington too long.  I feel stale," she admitted.

     "Once you've been someplace like this, it's hard to go back," he said.

     Troy returned to his seat.  "Let's finish up here, then go see Janish."

 

     It took them a while before they finally found Larissa Janish's home.  It was on a quiet street in an older section of the city.  Soaring stately trees overshadowed the quaint houses that lined both sides of the peaceful street.  Troy stopped the rental car in front of her house.  They walked to the front door and rang the bell.  The front door was standing wide open.  A screen door kept out the bugs.  A tall, lean woman with very short hair came to the door.  Troy guessed she was in her early fifties.  She was wearing a gray sweat suit.  She eyed them with curiosity.  Amber held her badge up for her inspection.

     "Larissa Janish, Amber Neilson, FBI.  This is Agent Barclay.

We would like to talk to you for a few minutes."

     Janish peered closely at Amber's credentials.  She seemed satisfied.  She threw open the screen door.

     "Come on in."

     She sat them down in her immaculate living room.  It was filled with antiques.  She left the room and came back with three coffee cups, a coffee pot, and all of the fixings.  She poured them each a cup, then one for herself.  She sat down.

     "What can I do for you?"

     Amber led the interview.  "First of all, Miss Janish, what we are going to talk about is classified information and you are not to discuss anything you hear or say with anyone else."  Janish nodded her agreement.  "We are investigating the deaths of Pamela Raymond and Heather Allan.  The police identified you as someone who knew both women, is that correct?"

     "That's right.  It broke my heart when I heard they had both been killed.  I don't know how much you know, but I was their volleyball coach at Berkeley.  The team was very close.  Pam and Heather were a big part of the team."

     "I take it both of them were fairly popular?"

     "In our circle of friends, yes, but not across the board. Pam was quite shy when she first came here.  She wasn't that comfortable with strangers."

     "What about Heather?" Troy asked.

     Janish took a sip of coffee before she replied.  "She was a bit more wild.  She had other friends outside of the team.  Some of them were, how shall I put it, chemically radical."

     Amber picked up the next question.  "Were either one of them involved in politics?"

     "Heather, no, Pam not until after she met Robert.  From that moment on, it was her life.  Her friends were surprised--I know I was--especially when it meant giving up sports."

     "Did Pam have any close friends who still live around here?" Troy inquired.  He finished off the cup of coffee and put his cup down on a coaster.  Janish refilled it before she answered.

     "You may know this already, but Pam's life wasn't easy.  It seemed to go from one tragedy to the next.  You do know about her mother."

     "She was killed in a car accident?" Amber said.

     "Pam lost her mother and her sister in the same wreck.  It devastated her.  And just as she was getting over that, her best friend, Alice Fredenhagen, disappeared--without a trace.  The police thought she had been kidnapped but the case was never solved.  Pam was so traumatized that she moved to Washington.  I think it was that or a nervous breakdown.  Thank God she had Robert to lean on."

     Troy hadn't heard anything that would help their investigation.    "Did Heather and Pam keep in touch?" 

     Janish put down her cup and leaned back in her chair.

     "I don't know for sure, but I don't think so.  I saw Heather about six months ago and she had really gone down hill.  The drugs had taken a heavy toll on her.  She said she had written Pam a couple of times, but hadn't ever received a response.  It's so sad."  Janish was near tears.  Troy decided they had been there long enough.  He rose to his feet.

     "We've taken up enough of your time, Mam.  Thanks for the coffee and your time."

     "You have a beautiful house," Amber added.

     They started toward the door.  Janish called to them.  Tears marked her cheeks.

     "Wait--there's something you should know.  I didn't want to tell you, but you're going to find out anyway."  Her voice shook with emotion. 

 

 

 Chapter Fifteen – Surveillance on a Surveillance

 

 

     "This probably doesn't matter in the slightest--but--umm--you see--Pam and Heather were both lesbians."

     Troy and Amber exchanged a quick glance.  They were shocked.

     "I trust both of you will keep my confidence."

     "We're not out to ruin their reputations, Miss Janish.  All we want to do is catch the person who killed them."

 

     "This is getting deep," Amber said, as they walked to the car.

     "I hate to think where it's going to take us."

     They reached the car.  Amber went around to the driver's side door.  They looked at each other over the roof.

     "Let's talk to the woman who bailed Heather out of jail the last time she got busted," Heather suggested.

     "It's that or start talking to Tomlinson's relatives."

     "Doesn't matter to me."

     "Do you have the woman's address?"

     "Yep."

     "Let's do her first."

 

     They located Michele Overby at a downtown spa called the All Women's Fitness Center.  They identified themselves to an employee behind the front desk, and then waited for her to find Overby.  It was a trendy place with sports scenes painted on the walls.  Troy watched a steady stream of women in spandex outfits parade from the locker room to the workout room.  The front desk woman, who appeared to be in her late twenties, seemed more interested in Amber than in Troy.  A short time later Overby appeared and took them to her office.  She was a stocky woman with short hair and a bad case of hostility.  The office wasn't much to look at.  Four walls.  A desk.  Four chairs.  A few posters on the wall.  Troy and Amber sat down across the desk from Overby.  She eyed them with disdain.

 

     "I don't know why you're digging up all of this old stuff.  How can it possibly have anything to do with your investigation?"

     Troy tried to be patient.  "We don't know.  That's how an investigation works.  We gather all of the facts we can, then try to see how all of the pieces fit together."

     Amber was more blunt.  "Look, Michele, we know the First Lady was a lesbian.  We don't care about that unless it relates to the assassination.  Let me ask you something, did you know Heather Allan was murdered the same day Pam was shot?"

     Overby was shocked by the news.  It showed in her face.  

     "Heather is dead?" she asked haltingly.

     Troy leaned forward in his chair.  "Doesn't it seem strange to you that a lot of the women who were friends with the First Lady have turned up dead?"

     "Heather Allan.  Pam Raymond.  Alice Fredenhagen." Amber reminded her.

     Michele folded her arms defensively across her chest.

     "Alice died years ago."

     "Were Alice and Pam lovers?"  Troy wasn't sure she would answer.  Several seconds passed as she thought about it.

     "Yeah."

     "Tell us about them," Amber said.

     "There's not much to tell.  They met on the volleyball team and started dating.  They kept it really quiet.  Pam didn't want anyone to know she was gay.  Alice and her got along real well.  They were together for almost three years.  It was a big surprise for Alice when Pam started dating Robert.  Alice and Pam broke it off.  They were still friends but that's all.  Alice disappeared about six months later.  They never found her.  It nearly killed Pam."

     "I want you to think about this before you answer," Troy told her.  "Of all the people who knew Pam, Alice and Heather, was there anyone who had a reason to kill them?"

     Overby gave it some thought.  "No, absolutely not.  None of them had any enemies.  I would have known it if they did."

 

     Later, as they drove away from the spa, Troy looked over at Amber.

     "I want to run something by you.  Let's suppose that Tomlinson arrested Heather Allan, and to keep from going to jail, she told him that the First Lady was a lesbian.  Tomlinson figured that he could make some money by blackmailing the First Lady.  Maybe she paid him for a while, but he kept asking for more money, so she decided to have him whacked rather than pay him.  He found out she was trying to have him killed, so he hired Graham to do her first.  Graham nailed the First Lady, her hit men missed Tomlinson, and he took off to keep from getting hit.  What do you think?" 

     Amber was a good driver.  She kept her eyes on the road while they talked.

     "You want me to tear it apart?"

     "Yes, but be gentle."

     "I think it's pretty farfetched.  I have a hard time believing that the First Lady of the United States hired two killers to whack Tomlinson.  Even if she wanted to, how did she meet them?  I mean it's not like hired killers hand out cards at State dinners.  And how did Tomlinson meet Graham?  According to Tomlinson's file, he's been in California his whole life.  Not to mention the fact that a hired killer like Graham probably gets at least a million clams a hit.  Also, I don't think the First Lady would risk killing him just because he was going to expose her as gay."

     "Is there anything you did like?"

     "The part about Heather telling Tomlinson.  I can believe that."

     "Which leaves us nowhere."

     Amber swerved to avoid a truck that pulled out in front of their car from a side street.

     "I have this feeling that Tomlinson isn't dead.  Somebody would have found his body by now," Amber said.

     "Unless he was ground up into chum for one of the shark boats."

     "I'll bet his family knows where he is.  No one just drops off the end of the world without telling someone."

     "I hope you're right."

 

     Fanzo and Hart stopped at a service station just off of the Oakland Bridge.  Fanzo stayed in the car, while Hart made a pay phone call.  After Hart dialed, he waited a long time before someone finally answered.

     "This is me," Hart said into the receiver.  "Why didn't you tell us that Barclay and Neilson were coming?"

     He listened to the response.

     "They're both here.  They went to the police station, then to some old lady's house."

     He scanned the surrounding area for any sign of danger.

     "We're gonna need some more guys.  It'll cost another fifty grand."

     He waited for the other person to talk.

     "We almost got him a couple of hours ago, but he got away.  We'll get him."

     Hart hung up.  

     He got back in the car.  It darted back onto the highway and joined the other rats in the maze.

 

     Tomlinson's brother-in-law, Ralph Pew, lived in a cookie-cutter subdivision on the north side of San Rafael.  He was the first person on Troy and Amber's list of Tomlinson's relatives who they intended to interview.  Troy watched the houses roll by, as Amber navigated the wide, winding streets of the neighborhood.

He was amazed that all of the houses looked exactly the same.  Each one had a red tile roof, white stucco walls, and a tiny patch of yard.  Each driveway had two cars; a sporty, luxury model that the husband drove to work, and a minivan that the wife used for her shopping and kid hauling.  

     "I couldn't live in a neighborhood like this," he said.

     "It's not so bad.  You would get used to it."

     "I don't think so.  Talk about being reduced to a number.  You know, the only difference between these houses is the house numbers.  Everything else is the same.  Why can't they build a wood house, or a blockhouse?  Is that asking too much?"

     Amber turned the car onto a dead-end street.

     "Maybe you don't belong west of the Mississippi, hot-dog.  Tract housing is the name of the game out here."

     She stopped the car in front of one of the identical houses.  A raised four-wheel-drive, long-bed, pickup truck was parked in the driveway.  An assortment of kids toys were scattered on the tiny front yard.  A burly, hairy man with a skull that would have made any anthropologist squeal with delight answered Amber’s knock on the door.  His slightly out of sync eyes fixed on Amber.   "What do ya want?"

     Amber held up her badge.  "FBI.  Are you Ralph Pew?"

     "Yeah, so what," he said belligerently.

     "We're looking into the disappearance of your brother-in-law, Ted Tomlinson.  We wondered if you have heard from him?"

     Pew folded his bear-like arms over his chest.

     "Even if I had, I wouldn't tell you pukes."

     "We're trying to help him," Amber told him.

     "Right," he snorted.

     "He's in way over his head.  If he doesn't talk to us, he could get in a lot of trouble," Troy warned.

     "Why don't you two assholes get off my property?"

     Troy pointed his finger at Pew.  "Act tough all you want, pal, but when Ted comes home in a body bag, you're gonna have to explain it to your wife."

     He slammed the door in their faces.  

     "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" Amber asked.

     "That we found the missing link?"

     "That too."  They headed back to the car.  

     "I think old Teddy boy is alive," she continued, "and I think Ralph knows where he is."

     "Then it's time for a game of police surveillance."

 

     Amber parked the car on a side street two blocks from Pew's house.  They were behind some bushes that blocked his view of their car, but they could see his house clearly.  

     "None of this makes sense.  What does the murder of a hooker in California have to do with the assassination of the First Lady?  And why did Teddy disappear on the same day both of them were killed?

     "Hey, you didn't like my scenario so, it's your turn to come up with something."

     Amber drummed her fingers on the steering wheel.

     "Tomlinson could have killed Heather, and it's just a coincidence that it happened the day the First Lady was killed."

     "Except for one thing.  Tomlinson was on duty at the police station at the time of Heather's murder.  And the wino saw two men in a black car at her hotel."

     "Maybe he saw aliens in a space ship that looked like two men in a black car."

     Troy suddenly sat up.  He pointed.

     "He just got in the truck."

     As they watched, Pew backed out of the driveway, and drove to the corner.  He made a right turn.  As he pulled away from the intersection, the rental car took up the chase.

 

     Ralph didn't have a clue they were following him.  Of course he never had a clue about anything else, so it didn't make much of a difference.  He jockeyed the big four-wheel-drive along the busy streets like it was a sports car.  He switched lanes so often that Troy thought for sure he would spot them as they trailed behind him.  But he didn't.  Amber stayed about a block behind him, moving up within a half block as they approached each intersection.  At one point the truck stopped unexpectedly for a stalled car, and Amber was forced to stop a single car length behind it.  Troy quickly ducked below the dash so that it appeared Amber was alone in the car.  It probably wasn't necessary, because Pew never looked in his rear view mirror.  Once the truck resumed its journey, Troy sat back up.  

     "This guy is a maniac," Amber said, as the truck veered around a pedestrian in a crosswalk.  

     "He's not doing bad for a guy with a brain the size of a pea."

     The truck turned right, sliding around the corner on two wheels.  Picking up speed, it angled across two lanes of cars and roared up a ramp onto the freeway.  Angry drivers leaned on their horns.  Some of them flipped birds at the vanishing truck.  Amber lucked out.  The rental car squeezed between two vans, and then barreled up the ramp in hot pursuit of the truck.  Pew's driving didn't improve on the freeway.  If a car blocked his lane, he rode its bumper until the driver moved into another lane.  

     "I'd shoot the bastard if he did that to me," Troy fumed.

     "Go for it.  I won't tell."

     From the fast lane, the truck shot across the two slower lanes and exited the freeway.  Amber swerved onto the down ramp, narrowly missing a dump truck.

     "If we find Tomlinson, we can't arrest him," Amber said.

     "He doesn't know that.  We can arrest him, question him, and then unarrest him."

     "Unarrest?" Amber rolled her eyes.

     "It's a legal thing," Troy smirked.

     Amber steered the car through a group of slower vehicles.

     "If Heather ever told him anything about the First Lady, I never saw it in his snitch files," Amber said.

     The truck stopped at a stoplight.  Pew yelled at a Hell's Angel who was astride a big bike.  It was a friendly conversation that ended when the light turned green.

     "Do you put everything a snitch tells you in the file?" Troy asked in astonishment.

     "Sure.  It's Bureau policy."

     Troy smacked his forehead.

     "God, you are Miss Betty Bureau."

     They followed the truck for another fifteen minutes before it finally turned into the driveway of the Seaforth Marina.  By that time, it was nearly dark, and Amber closed the gap between the rental car and Pew's truck.  They didn't want him to slip away in the dark.  The Marina was a busy place.  The access roads were clogged with cars.  Pew had to wait until traffic cleared so he could park his truck.  The street lights spaced evenly around the parking lot, docks and grounds, came on.  Amber stayed a discrete distance behind the truck as Pew searched for just the right spot to park the behemoth.  

 

     Neither Amber nor Troy noticed the black rental car that was parked behind a maintenance building.  Fanzo was behind the wheel.  Hart was his passenger.  They waited until Troy and Amber headed across the parking lot, and then fell in behind them.  But far enough back so they wouldn't be seen.  The mini parade wound through the planters and parked cars until Pew found a place to park under a street light.  As soon as the truck stopped, Amber parked their car.  Several hundred feet away, Fanzo did the same.  Pew jumped out of the truck and headed for the closest dock.  Troy and Amber waited a few seconds, and then followed him.  Fanzo and Hart tailed them but at a very safe distance.  Pew walked out onto one of the piers.  A dozen-odd tiny shops were clustered on each side of the pier.  A couple of them were snack bars.  

 

     Pew wandered through several of the shops.  He was looking to see if anyone was following him.  Troy and Amber stayed off of the pier.  They looked in the window of a shop adjacent to the pier.  After a while, Pew walked out to the far end of the pier.  Troy and Amber went after him as far as the first snack bar.  Keeping their faces turned away from Pew, they ordered some drinks then hid behind the snack bar.  At first the far end of the pier was crowded with fisherman, but as the minutes passed, most of them left.  Pew stood on the end of the pier and watched the last few rays of sunlight die on the western horizon.  Fanzo and Hart kept an eye on Troy and Amber from behind a bait and tackle shop near the pier.  Troy and Amber are huddled near the snack shop, when Pew suddenly appeared out of the darkness.  

 

     With only a split second to react, Troy grabbed Amber and pulled her into an impassioned kiss.  Pew walked by them without so much as a glance.  Reaching the end of the pier, Pew vanished behind a building.  Troy let go of Amber.  Both of them bolted after Pew.  Hart and Fanzo can't pursue Pew without being spotted by Troy and Amber.  They stayed put.  Troy and Amber ran around the building but Pew was gone.  Splitting up, Troy and Amber searched frantically for Pew.  For five minutes they looked in every conceivable place he could have gone.  Nothing.  They came back together on a sidewalk that bordered the entire shore of the marina.  They saw the hundreds of houseboats moored along the six piers.

     "He could be on any one of those boats," Amber said.

     "Yeah, but which one?"

     "There's got to be an office.  If Tomlinson is on one of them, it's probably not rented under his name."

     "How about Ralph Pew?"

     They walked back toward the pier.  Fanzo and Hart faded into the shadows.

 

     It took Troy and Amber five minutes to find the office.  Inside, an older woman was working behind a long counter.  Troy showed her his badge.

     "Hi, we're ATF agents.  We're looking for a fugitive who may be living on one of your boats."

     "What's the name?" the woman asked.

     "Pew--Ralph Pew," Amber stated.

     The woman punched Pew's name into a computer that was resting on top of the counter.  She studied the screen.

     "We do have a Ralph Pew listed.  He's in Slip 41."

     "Which one is that?"  Troy questioned her.

     The woman picked up a brochure.  She pointed to the end of Dock Two.  

     "It's the last slip on the end of Pier Two."

     "Thank you very much," Troy said.

     Troy led the way out of the office.

 

     They approached Pier Two with a great deal of caution.  They stopped twenty feet short of the walkway that extended out onto the pier.  There were plenty of people moving around the area but Pew wasn't to be seen.  Of the forty-one boats tied up to the pier, about half seemed occupied.  Keeping a sharp eye out for Pew, they ventured out onto the wood planks that covered the pier.  It was several hundred feet long.  Light from the occupied boats illuminated most of the pier, except for a few dark patches scattered along its length.  The lights of San Francisco twinkled over the dark waters of the Bay like tiny Christmas lights.  It was a beautiful sight.  As they neared the dark houseboat tied in Slip 41, they drew their guns.  They saw that a gangplank extended from the pier to the deck of the houseboat.  Troy pulled Amber close to him.

     "We have to get him off the boat," he whispered.  "It would take an Army to get him out of it."

     "I'm gonna try an old Indian trick.  You get behind that locker."

     Troy didn't ask what her plan was.  He trusted her.  He hid behind the storage locker.

     Amber took a handkerchief out of her pocket.  She lit it on fire, then dropped it to the deck."

     "Fire!  Help!  She cried.  "Fire."

     Light from the burning handkerchief flickered on the nearby houseboats.  A door on Pew's houseboat opened.  A dark figure left the houseboat and ran up the gangplank to the pier.  It was Tomlinson.  He emptied a small extinguisher on the fire.  It went out.  

     "What the fuck were you doing?" he yelled at Amber.  Troy snuck up behind Tomlinson.  He jammed his gun in his ribs.

     "Freeze, asshole," Troy commanded.

     Amber brought her gun out and covered Tomlinson.  He didn't move.

     As Troy started to cuff him, Amber gave him his rights.

     "You have the right to remain silent.  Anything you say will be used against you in a court of law.  You have the right to an attorney--"

     "Fuck you--you can't arrest me," Tomlinson said.

     Troy locked down the cuffs.  "Wanna bet."

     "You're gonna get me killed, you asshole," Tomlinson cursed.

     A beam of light blazed out on them from Pew's houseboat.  Pew was standing on the deck with a powerful light in his hand.  

     "Let him go!" he bellowed.

     Troy started toward Pew.  "Put out the fucking light."

Machine gun fire erupted from out on the water.  A hail of bullets slammed into Pew and Tomlinson.  

 

 

 Chapter Sixteen – Dead Suspects Tell No Tales.

 

 

     Troy dove behind a houseboat and began firing at the muzzle flashes visible in the darkness.  Pew fell to the deck and didn't move.  Tomlinson flew backwards and landed on the planks.  Amber threw herself down beside him.  She fired several times at the faint outline of a boat about eighty yards from the pier.  Fanzo and Hart were in the boat.  They hosed the dock with a steady stream of bullets.  Both Troy and Amber were pinned down.  Troy belly crawled to a position behind a cluster of pilings.  Getting to his feet, he waited until Fanzo stopped to reload, and then emptied his automatic at the boat.  Several of his shots hit the boat.  One dug a deep furrow in the wood next to Hart's head.  Amber kept up a slow, steady barrage that stopped Hart and Fanzo from taking good aim.  The sound of fast approaching sirens echoed off the nearby buildings.  The boat motor roared to life.  Troy and Amber continued to shoot as the boat raced away from the pier.  It vanished into the inky blackness of the moonless night.

 

     Troy and Amber spent the next two hours explaining to the police what had gone down at the pier.  While they talked to two homicide detectives, a dozen police officers and crime scene techs went over every inch of the shooting scene.  A small group of onlookers had gathered on the shore.  They watched in hushed silence as the police did their thing.  Pew had taken three bullets in the head, any one of which would have been fatal.  Tomlinson caught four rounds, two in the chest, one in the guts and one in the neck.  He might have survived the one in the neck, but the other three were mortal wounds.  After the police were done with the two bodies, the coroner hauled them away.  Troy and Amber watched the two stretchers being put into an ambulance.

     "Looks like we've reached another dead end," Troy commented.

     "So to speak."

     Troy grimaced.  "Whatever Tomlinson knew is going to the grave with him."

     "Troy, whoever is behind this wants us dead.  I guess that means we're on the right track."

     "We need to do something to flush them out into the open."

     "Like what?"

     Troy shook his head. "I don't know.  But I think staying in Berkeley and trying to work on the Tomlinson angle is a waste of time."

     "Which leaves us the plane crash."

     "I have a distinct feeling that Graham didn't die in any crash.  In the spook business, fake crashes aren't that rare."

     "You should call Franklin."

     "Yeah, I know.  I was going to do it from the hotel."

     "How long until he pulls the plug on us?"

     Troy scratched the side of his head.  "As long as he can.  If we're making progress, he'll leave us alone."

     The ambulance drove by them.

     "Is this progress?"

     "It may not seem like it, but this is a tricky business.  You never know when one little thing will break the whole case wide open."

     Side by side, they started back toward the rental car.  Both were alert to everything that was happening around them.

     "We're going to have to be super careful," Amber said.  "They can try to hit us anywhere."

     "As long as we keep moving, we have the edge."

     They walked for several steps before Amber spoke.

     "Tell me one thing, Troy.  Back there on the dock.  That kiss was all in the line of duty, right?"

     Troy stopped.  He smirked at her.  "A gentleman doesn't kiss and tell."

     "Come on, you're no gentleman, tell me."

     "My lips are sealed."  

     He continued walking toward the car.

 

     They flew out early the next morning.  Taking every precaution they could think of, they arrived at the airport without a tail.  Or at least none that they could make.  They went through the airport to their gate.  They stopped several times to watch their back trail but never saw anyone who looked suspicious.  They didn't get on the airplane until the last second.  They were the last passengers to walk down the jet way and board the plane.  It seemed highly unlikely that anyone had followed them.  The flight was uneventful.  

 

     When the plane landed in Bakersfield, they waited until everyone else was off before deplaning.  They strolled slowly through the terminal, keeping an eye out for a tail, but saw no one.  They left their overnight bags in the airport security office, and then left the terminal.  They strolled from the main terminal to the general aviation hangar.  It was a long distance, but it was a nice, clear day and the exercise felt good.  When they arrived at the hangar, they found a mechanic working on a light plane on the tarmac in front of the hangar.  His uniform shirt had the name "SKIP" embroidered above the right pocket.  Three other mechanics were working on airplanes inside the hangar.  Skip saw them coming and stopped working.  

     "Something I can do for you?" he asked.

     "You're just the man we want to talk to," Troy said.  He hauled out his badge and held it up for Skip to see.

     "We're ATF agents and we understand that you worked on the Graham plane before it crashed."

     "I didn't actually work on it.  The pilot said he was having some sort of fuel problem and all I did was inspect the plane.  I didn't find anything wrong with it."

     Skip began to take the cowl cover off of the airplane next to him.

     "You mind if I work while we talk?"

     "Not at all," Amber told him.

     "I didn't talk to the pilot much at all.  What's weird is that one of my guys was taking a picture of another plane and got Graham and his plane in the same picture.  We had to take everything out of Graham's plane to work on it.  I guess he was afraid someone would steal something, so he stayed by his stuff until we were done with the work."

     "Where's the picture?"

     Skip lead them into the hangar.  He went to a work bench and pawed through some papers.  A moment later he came up with the picture.  He handed it to Troy who held it out where Amber could see it.  They studied the picture.

     "That's Graham all right," Troy said.

     "Sure is.  Uhh, Skip, did any of your guys talk to him?"

     "No, he wasn't the friendly type."

     "Did he seem nervous?"

     "I don't think so."

     Troy concentrated on the picture.  It was obvious that Graham had not known his picture was being taken.  He was looking slightly away from the camera.  His airplane was parked outside of the hangar.  Skip was also in the picture.  He was leaning into the luggage storage area behind the passenger compartment.  A pile of luggage and boxes was stacked beside the tail.  Graham was standing beside it.  Troy focused on the luggage.  His breath caught in his throat.

     "Amber look at this."  He pointed to one of the bags.

     She looked at it, then shrugged her shoulders.  "So?"

     "It's a parachute," he explained.

     Skip edged over to where he could see the picture.

     "I'll be damned.  You're right."

     Amber didn't get it.  "Don't all small planes have parachutes?"

     "Actually, it's pretty rare.  I don't think I've seen more than five in the past twenty years," Skip remarked.

     "So the question is, why would you take a parachute on a trip unless you intended to use it.  Skip, I need this picture for evidence."

     "It's all yours.  It doesn't mean anything to me."

     Skip went back out to work on the plane.  Amber looked at Troy.

     "What you're saying is that he jumped out of the airplane before it crashed."

     "Exactly.  And I'll give you a million to one odds that the plane was loaded with some type of incendiary shit, so that it burned up completely."

     "How do we get to the crash site from here?"

     "It's a day if we drive, and about five hours if we fly to Stockton and then drive the rest of the way."

     "We better fly."

     "Fine by me.  Let's find a pay phone so I can call Franklin.  I need to update him on Tomlinson and the parachute thing."

 

     Troy called Franklin from inside the main terminal.  Amber stood watch while he made the call.  Franklin was slow to answer his phone.

     "Hey, boss, how they hanging?"  

     Franklin instantly recognized his voice.  "In a vice, my man."

     "Things going to hell?"

     "Potts is pushing for your scalp.  The Director called me today and asked for a briefing.  I reminded him of your track record.  He's okay, but I don't know how long he'll stay in the Alamo."

     "Here's some good news.  We have a picture of Graham taken at the airport and he had a parachute in the plane."

     "Fuck me."

     "Uhh--it would never work, Chief."

     Franklin ignored his comment.  "A parachute--that's great.  That means the son of a bitch is alive and all you have to do is find him."

     "Easy, Coach, I'm only good for one miracle a day."

     "What are you going to do?"

     Troy looked at Amber who signaled him everything was okay.

     "Go to the crash site.  If we don't find any pieces of teeth, he wasn't in the plane."

     "Then what?"

     "I don't know.  We'll play it by ear."

     "You be careful, and tell that young lady with you that telling the Chief of Staff to kiss her ass was probably not the smartest thing she ever did.  God, was he pissed."

     "She didn't tell me that."

     "And, she busted the hell out of Crawford.  Broke his arm and gave him a concussion."

     "Tell me it ain't true, Joe!" Troy was delighted.

     "Sure as fuck is."

     "She has a little bit of a temper."

     "Little my ass.  I've got to go, Troy.  You be damn careful."

     "See ya, Boss."

     Troy hung up.  Amber walked over beside him.

     "Anything happening back there?"

     "You mean besides Crawford having a broken arm and a concussion?"

     "He grabbed me," she said defiantly.

     "Can you spell bye-bye FBI?" 

     

     They flew to Stockton.  From there, they drove to Mono Lake on the east side of Yosemite Park where they spent the night in the Forest Winds Motel.  Early the next morning they met two Forest Rangers in the motel parking lot.  After briefing the Rangers on what they needed to accomplish, they set out for the crash site in two vehicles.  The Rangers drove a white jeep.  Troy and Amber followed the jeep in a four-wheel-drive Chevy truck.  The scenery was extraordinary.  All around them towering mountain peaks plunged majestically into the cobalt sky.  The air blowing into the truck was clean and crisp.  As they pulled out of town on the main highway, Amber leaned out the window and filled her lungs with the pine-scented air, then popped back into the cab.

     "Isn't this great?" he asked.

     Troy pressed on the accelerator to catch up with the jeep.  The Rangers were hauling ass.

     "I could stay here the rest of my life."

     "Me too," he agreed.

     They both sat back and enjoyed the drive.  The road rolled down a gradual slope, then swung up through a wide swath of forest.  Gigantic trees lined both sides of the road.  The ground was thick with ferns and bushes.  For several miles a meandering creek coursed alongside the road, until it dipped under a two-lane bridge and dropped out of sight in a deep canyon.  Passing through a wide, grassy meadow, they saw a herd of deer bolt for the safety of the trees.  An eagle sailed across the sky on the wings of a gust of wind.  

     "I don't think I can go back to D.C.," Amber said, breaking several minutes of silence.

     "If it looks this good now, just think how beautiful it must have been when the Mountain Men first came through here."

     "Sometimes I think I was born in the wrong century."

     Troy gave her a quick look.  "I've felt that way for years."

     "I would have been a good Mountain Man," she said. 

     "Or a Mountain Woman as the case may be."

     "Did you ever hear of a Mountain Woman--I mean for real?"

     Troy thought about it then shook his head.  "No, the only women I've ever read about that hung around with the Mountain Men were Indian squaws."

     "That's strange, don't you think?"

     "I guess."

 

     About a half hour out of town, they turned onto a dirt road that angled up a steep ridge.  Troy dropped back several hundred feet from the jeep to avoid the billowy clouds of dust kicked up by its tires.  After negotiating what seemed to be an endless series of ridges and valleys, they came out of the trees onto a vast plateau.  The road cut straight across it.  From their vantage point it was at least fifteen miles across the plateau.  The jeep picked up speed.  It left a plume of dust fifty feet high in its wake.  Troy waited until the dust settled, then tore off after the jeep.  Both Amber and Troy occasionally glanced behind the truck to see if they were being followed.  No other vehicle ever appeared.  

 

     It took them twenty-five minutes to cross the plateau.  The jeep slowed as it neared a small round hill beside the road.  The big four-by-four turned onto a jeep trail that wound to the top of the hill.  Troy closed the gap between the two vehicles.  Coming around a sharp corner, they found the jeep stopped in the road.  The two Rangers were standing beside a rocky outcropping.  Troy braked the truck to a stop.  He and Amber climbed out of the truck and walked over to join the two Rangers.  Turning, one of the Rangers pointed down the hill.  Troy and Amber looked in the direction he was pointing.  They saw the crash site.  It was nothing but a charred, black hole.  Troy and Amber picked their way down the uneven, rocky ground to the crash site.  

 

     The two Rangers followed them.  The grass was blackened in a twenty-five foot circle around a four-foot deep crater.  Small pieces of blackened metal were scattered randomly around the site, but were more concentrated in and around the crater.  Troy scrambled onto a little hill of loose granite near the crater.  From the top of the hill, he could see a big chunk of metal slag in the bottom of the crater.  He could also see that the actual impact area was about fifteen feet in diameter.  Amber gingerly stepped down to the bottom of the crater.  She knelt beside the metal slag.  Troy was puzzled.  It didn't look like any crash site he had ever seen.  In his experience, no matter how bad the crash, the major parts of the airplane were usually somewhere near the point of impact.  In this case he couldn't see anything bigger than a shoe box.  He faced the Rangers.  

     "Did you guys haul any wreckage out of here?"

     Rex Yount, the larger of the two, responded.  "No, this is all that was left.  Everything burned.  Real hot too.  All we found of the pilot was a couple of teeth."

     Amber poked at the metal slag.  "Did you test for an accelerant?"

     Nate Fulton, the other Ranger, answered her question.  "Yeah, but nothing showed up.  The guy from the FAA said the temperature probably reached 5000 degrees."

     "No shit?"

     "You find any witnesses?"  Amber asked.

     "A couple.  All of them said they heard the engine conk out a couple of times before the crash," Rex replied.

     "How in the hell does an airplane burn at 5000 degrees?  Hell, even if he used an accelerant, it doesn't get that hot," Troy commented.

     "We know the pilot had a parachute.  Doesn't it seem strange that he didn't use it?"

     The two Rangers looked at each other.

     "You sure about the chute?" Rex asked.

     "We have a picture of the plane right before it took off.  Graham had a parachute."

     "Then maybe Elmo Bull isn't full of shit.  He told us he saw a parachute.  He lives about forty miles south of here.  We thought he saw a weather balloon or something," Nate said.

     "We'll need to talk to him," Troy advised.  "And I'd like to see the teeth you found."

     "Not a problem." Nate said.  "The teeth are back at the office."

     Troy looked at the slag.  "So what you're telling me is that down in the bottom of that hole there's a whole airplane?"

     Rex shrugged.  "That's one way of looking at it."

     Amber glanced at Troy.  "We might as well go.  We aren't going to find anything here."

 

     Elmo Bull's ranch was at the mouth of a steep canyon that cut deep into the mountains.  It took the two vehicles  an hour and a half to reach the old collection of buildings that Elmo Bull called home.  As the jeep and truck negotiated the last hundred feet of the narrow jeep trail that lead to the ranch, Elmo Bull slipped out of the house and stood in the front yard.  Two cow dogs ran beside him.  They barked half-heartedly at the oncoming trucks.  Both vehicles parked next to Bull's old, rusted truck.  Troy let the Rangers get out first.  Elmo was holding a rifle in the crook of his arm.  Troy wanted him to see some familiar faces before he and Amber got out of the truck.  

 

     While the Rangers went over and talked to Bull, Troy sized up the ranch.  The ranch house was a one-story, thick-walled adobe structure with a steeply-pitched, tin roof.  Four huge cottonwood trees rose a hundred feet above the house.  Their branches formed a canopy over the house and grounds.   Behind the ranch house were several outbuildings, a barn and a maze of corrals.  All kinds of old equipment, car bodies and junk was scattered around the place.  Six horses grazed in a pasture next to the corral.  Behind the corral the entrance to the canyon loomed between two high buttes.  A small stream wound out of the canyon.  It snaked across the back of the property, then dipped into a shallow ravine that traversed the west side of the ranch.  

 

     Rex motioned for Troy and Amber to join them.  They did.  Rex did the introductions.

     "Elmo, this is Troy Barclay and Amber Neilson.  They're from the FBI.  They're investigating that airplane crash up on Wear's Hill."

     "Pleased to meet cha'," Elmo cackled.

     Troy shook his hand, then Amber shook his hand.  

     "We really appreciate your time," Troy said.

     "I never met a lady FBI before," Elmo said.

     Up close, Elmo was even more of a character.  His rumpled, stained and greasy hat was jammed down over his long, flowing, white hair.  Judging by his weather-beaten face, he was at least eighty-years old.  Tobacco stains coursed down from the corner of his mouth.  The few teeth he had were stained and crooked.  Every bit of his exposed skin was the color and texture of old leather.  Boots, worn blue jeans and a flannel shirt completed his outfit.  

     "Elmo, tell them what you saw the day the plane crashed," Nate told him.

     "Oh, 'bout two o'clock them dogs started fussin' at somethin', so I come out for a look see.  First thing I noticed was one of them little airplanes off toward the south.  It sounded like the engine was cuttin' out.  That's what the dogs was barkin' at.  It was just about over that ridge there when I seen a parachute open behind the plane.  It drifted down a ways 'for it went behind that mountain.  I figured it landed in Bass Canyon."

     "What color was the parachute?" Troy asked.

     "White."

     Elmo launched a stream of tobacco juice at a bug, crawling by Troy's shoe.  The green spit splattered on the bug's back.  It crawled away like it was on fire.

     "Did you see any strange cars around here that day?"  Amber inquired.

     Taking off his hat, Elmo wiped his forehead with his sleeve.

     "Come to think of it, there was one of them big town cars hanging around the old Cole place."

     "What color?" Troy asked.

     "Black."

     "Would you take us to where you think the parachutist landed?"  Amber queried.

     "Give me five minutes to saddle up."

 

     Elmo lead the way on a coal-black horse that he called Blue.  Blue was a beautiful quarter-horse with a huge chest and strong legs.  Elmo rode him with the ease that only comes from a lifetime in the saddle.  They followed a road that narrowed until it was just two tracks across the rugged country.  The Rangers rolled along behind Elmo, letting him set the pace.  Troy and Amber trailed the jeep in the truck.  

     "That is some horse," she said.

     Troy had his hands full just keeping the truck on the road.

     "Yeah, he's a beauty."

     "I've been thinking.  If whoever was in that town car was out here to pick up Graham, it was probably a rental car," Amber thought out loud.

     "I was thinking the same thing.  A pro wouldn't risk bringing his own car out here.  He wouldn't rent it in a small town either, because someone might remember him.  That leaves Stockton.  It's also the closest major airport.  If Graham wanted to go somewhere fast, Stockton was his best bet."

     Troy wrestled the truck across the bottom of a steep ravine.

     "You think he left the country?" Amber asked.

     "I don't know.  But why go to all the trouble of faking your death, if you're going to live in Brazil for the rest of your life." 

     "Unless he was planning to stay in the U.S."

     "Bingo," Troy said.

     The road zigzagged down a steep canyon that was covered with juniper trees.  At the bottom it coursed along a dry stream bed for several hundred yards, then ended by a lone, giant cottonwood.  

 

     A windmill stood next to the cottonwood.  Its blades spun freely as a gust of wind blew down the canyon.  A thousand gallon water trough caught the water pumped up by the windmill.  Elmo reined Blue to a stop under the cottonwood.  He dismounted.  Troy noticed that Elmo was wearing a long-barreled, single-action pistol.  There was a rifle in the scabbard under the saddle.  The jeep and truck stopped side by side under the tree.  Everyone climbed stiffly out of the vehicles.  Elmo lit a cigarette.  After taking a few puffs, he offered it to Blue who breathed in a lung full of smoke.  

     Amber was flabbergasted.  "Your horse smokes?"

     "Drinks a little whiskey too," Elmo said.

     Rex and Nate laughed.  Troy patted Blue's shoulder.

     "Why don't you all stay right here for a couple of minutes, while I scout out the place," Elmo advised.  Leaving Blue ground-hitched beside the tree, Elmo slowly inspected every square inch of ground in a one hundred foot circle around the tree.  Three times he got down on his knees to look at something on the ground.  When he had completed the circle, he walked back to the tree.  Blue nickered at him.  Elmo rubbed Blue's ears while he explained what he had seen.

     "One fella hiked through here about a week ago.  He was carrying something pretty heavy.  He stopped and smoked a cigarette under this tree.  You look down there in the dirt, you can see that he was wearing some of them new-fangled hiking boots.  After he smoked the cigarette, he walked over to the tank.  He mightta got a drink, but I don't think so.  Seemed like a city fella.  Probably had his own water.  His tracks by the tank are all jumbled up.  It's hard for me to tell what he was doin'.  Then, he just up and left.  Walked straight for the highway."  Elmo paused for dramatic effect.  "Uhh, there's one other little thing.  By the time he walked away, he was fifty pounds lighter."

 

 

 Chapter Seventeen – Wet Parachutes Slow You Down

 

 

     It took them a minute to grasp his meaning.

     "Wait a minute," Troy protested, "how could he lose fifty pounds in fifty feet?  That's impossible."

     They all watched as Elmo walked over to a spot on the far side of the tree. 

     "Right here, he weighed two hundred and fifty pounds give or take."

     Elmo moved over to the tree.  He pointed to some tracks in the dirt.

     "Here he weighed two fifty."

     Elmo tracked the man to the tank.

     "Same here."

     Elmo pointed at some tracks that headed away from the tank.

     "There he weighed two hundred pounds."

     For several seconds they were all baffled.  Then, as if by mental telepathy, they got it.  Everyone rushed to the  water tank.

It was about two and a half feet deep and fifteen feet across.  The water level was an inch from the top.  The water in the tank was green with algae and moss.  Water plants grew up from the bottom of the tank.  The water was so murky they could only see a few inches below the surface.  Troy took off his jacket and shirt.  He had the build of a bodybuilder.  There wasn't an ounce of fat on his body.  Muscles rippled under his smooth skin.  Reaching down into the water, he ran his hand along the bottom of the tank.  Starting in one spot, he worked his way toward the middle in widening circles.  His hand suddenly stopped.  

     "You find something?" Amber asked impatiently.

     Troy didn't answer.  He braced himself against the side of the tank and pulled as hard as he could.  His arm emerged out of the depths.  A white ghost seemed to be following his arm.  When his hand broke the surface, it held a long greenish section of nylon parachute cloth.  The Rangers jumped in and helped him pull the entire chute out of the tank.  It was muddy, green and covered with slime.

     "Looks like your theory was right," Rex said.

     "He bailed out," Nate said.

     "HHmmppff." Was Elmo's only comment.

     Troy looked at Elmo.  "How far to the road?"

     "A half mile."

     "The old Cole place.  What direction?"

     Elmo pointed.  It was the same direction that Graham had taken after ditching the parachute.

     "Will you draw us a map of how to get to the old Cole place?"

     "You're darn tootin'," Elmo declared.

 

     Some twenty miles away, a white van and a blue van cruised along the plateau road at a high rate of speed.  Both were throwing up huge rooster tails of dust.  They were headed straight for the old Cole place.

 

     Back at the ranch Troy, Amber and the Rangers parked the trucks near the ranch house.  Elmo dismounted and waited for them beside the front gate.   The two dogs ran out of the house.  They began barking at Blue who ignored them.

     "Shush, you damn mutts," Elmo yelled.  The dogs shut up.

     Just to show he had no hard feelings, Elmo rubbed their ears.  He was quickly forgiven for yelling at them.

     Troy and Amber walked over to pet Blue.  Amber ran her hand down his shoulder.  It was wet with sweat.  Blue swung his head back to see what she was doing.  In the blink of an eye, he wiped one side of his neck down her shoulder and back, leaving a wide stain of dirt, sweat and hair on her shirt.  Elmo quickly grabbed Blue's headstall but the damage had been done.  Amber jumped back.  Rex, Nate and Troy were all laughing.  Amber grinned.

     "Guess he likes me," she chuckled.

     "He likes to cuddle," Elmo said.












     Elmo let Blue rub his head and neck on Elmo's shoulder.

     "I'd be right proud if you all would have some chuck with me?"

     Amber didn't have a clue what he had said.  Troy translated.

     "He asked us to stay for lunch."

     "Oh.  Sounds good to me," Amber said.

     "We're in," Rex answered for both of the Rangers.

     "Well, don't just stand there with your teeth in your mouth, let's go inside," Elmo said.

     Elmo opened the extra-wide front door, and they all filed past him.  Even Blue.  The big horse followed them into the living room like a big dog.  It went over to a rubber feed tub that Elmo had nailed to the floor in one of the corners.  The tub was empty.  Blue sniffed the empty tub, then looked at Elmo.  Blue stamped one of his front feet.

     "Okay, okay," Elmo said.  "I'm coming."

     Elmo carried a coffee can full of grain over to the tub. Pushing back Blue's head, he dumped the grain in the tub.  Blue began to crunch the grain with his powerful jaws.

     The living room, kitchen and dining room were all part of one large rectangular room.  The living room area was at one end of the larger room.  It was separated from the kitchen by a large, wood dining room table.  Old but very comfortable chairs were scattered around the living room.  Several paintings, including one of John Wayne, hung on the walls.  The wood floor was scarred and dark with age.  A big throw rug covered most of the living room floor.  Elmo threw some wood in an old wood-burning stove that occupied one wall of the kitchen.  

     "Hope you all like ham hocks and beans, cause that's all I got," Elmo announced.  "People 'round here says I make the best beans in the world, but most of 'em will say anythin' for a free meal."

     Troy noticed a couple of old pictures in antique metal frames on one of the end tables next to his chair.  Leaning over, he saw a much younger Elmo, standing in front of the ranch house with a beautiful woman.  Elmo saw him looking at the picture.

     "That's my Beth," he said.  "We was married fifty-four years.  She's buried under them cottonwoods out back."

     There was nothing anyone could say.  There was a long moment of silence.

     Elmo scooped beans and meat out of a huge pot on top of the stove into clay bowls.  He carried the bowls to the table.  He added mugs of cold water, a loaf of home made bread, a bowl of real butter, and a large bottle of Tabasco sauce.

     "Come and get it."  Elmo didn't have to say it again.  

 

     An hour later, they left the ranch.  The jeep started up the steep ridge behind the house.  The Chevy truck was right behind it.  The two vehicles climbed steadily toward the top of the ridge.  Troy and Amber didn't say much for a couple of minutes.  Each was lost in their own thoughts.  Amber broke the silence.

     "He's a grand old man."

     "I'd love to come back here for a couple of weeks.  I'll bet he's got some stories to tell."

     "Letting the horse come in the living room.  Wasn't that something."

     "I'll bet the animal rights activists would have a shit fit if they saw Blue smoking a cigarette," Troy said.

     "He seemed to like it."

     Troy fought the steering wheel, as the truck crossed a rocky section of road.

     "After we see the teeth they recovered from the crash, we'll head back to Stockton.  Maybe we'll get lucky and pick up his trail," Troy said.

 

     The jeep reached the crest of the ridge.  The narrow jeep trail widened into a two-lane dirt road.  The jeep quickly accelerated to sixty miles-per-hour.  Troy gave it a hundred yard head start, then took the truck up to sixty.  It really seemed like they were moving after creeping along on the jeep trails for so long.  The wind was blowing at a ninety degree angle to the road.  The dust whipping up behind the jeep was blown sideways away from the road.  

 

     "If you were Graham, where would you hide?" Amber asked.

     Troy didn't need to think.  "New York City.  No doubt about it.  He would just be another face in the crowd."

     The two-lane road dead-ended into the plateau road.  The jeep slowed, then made a right-hand turn.  Troy did the same.

Soon the two vehicles were back up to cruising speed.  The only problem was that the heavy dust was now being blown directly back onto the Chevy truck.  Troy slowed down.  The jeep pulled away from the truck.  The dust thinned.

     About a mile ahead, Troy saw a plume of dust coming toward them.  At the base of the plume, he saw a white speck.  He mentally made a note of the oncoming vehicle, but that was all.

     Rex and Nate also saw the approaching vehicle.  Rex steered the jeep as far to the right side of the road as he could, to give the oncoming vehicle plenty of room to pass.  The two sets of vehicles were flying toward each other at over 120 miles-per-hour combined speed.  In just a matter of seconds they were close enough together for Rex to see the blue van that had been hidden in the white van's dust.  With only fifty yards separating the white van and the jeep, all of the windows on the driver's side of the vans opened.  Four gun barrels poked out the windows of each van. 

As the jeep came abreast of the white van, the four guns opened fire.  Bullets raked the jeep from bumper to bumper.  The windshield and side windows shattered.  Both tires on the driver's side exploded.  Paint and other debris blew off of the jeep and were whisked away by the wind.  Rex and Nate died in an instant as a dozen bullets slammed into their heads and chests.  Troy saw the barrage hit the jeep.  He only had a microsecond to react.  Reaching over, he slammed Amber down on the seat.  Staying down beside her, he held onto the steering wheel with his left hand.  Bullets crashed into the truck, blowing out the windshield and side glass.  

 

     Amber screamed as pieces of chrome, glass fragments, parts of the dash, and bullet fragments showered on top of them.  Bullet holes magically appeared in the sheet metal all around them.  The jeep stayed on the road long enough to pass the blue van.  Machine guns in it hammered away at the jeep which swerved sideways, then ran off the road.  It bounced across some flat ground, tore threw several small trees, then slammed into a rocky hill.  The gas tank exploded in a huge fireball that consumed the entire vehicle.  

 

     The moment the white van was past the truck, Troy sat up in time to see the blue van bearing down on them.  He ducked, as dozens of bullets ripped the truck.  Miraculously, none of them hit the tires.  An instant later, the blue van had passed.  Troy sat up.  Grabbing the steering wheel with both hands, he fought to keep the truck on the road.  It was touch and go but he managed.  Amber slowly sat up.  She was covered with glass and other debris.  She quickly looked behind them.

     "They're turning around," she yelled over the wind whipping through the cab.

     She yanked her Smith and Wesson out of her holster.  

     Troy eyed the gauges then listened to the engine.  Something wasn't right.  The engine was missing.

     "We can't outrun them," he yelled.  Taking out his pistol, he put it on the seat.

     "How far to help?"

     The plateau road stretched in front of them.

     "Too far."

     They glanced at each other.  "Alamo time," was all she said.  They both understood.

     "We'll pick the spot."

     The white van was slowly gaining on them.  The blue van was right behind it.  The miss in the truck's engine had turned into a loud knock.  It began to slow down.  Amber looked back at the white van.  It was less than seventy yards behind them.  Lifting her Model 59, she fired six times at the white van.  Four bullets went wide but two hit the van's windshield.  It slowed.  

     "I can keep them back as long as the bullets hold out," she shouted.

     "Then what?" 

     She shrugged.

     Troy saw some buildings about a mile ahead of the truck.  He pointed to them.

     "If we can reach the buildings, we might have a chance."

     Behind them, the blue van pulled up along side of the white van.  A moment later gunmen in both vans started shooting at the truck.  Bullets thunked into the tailgate and cab.

     "When I yell, hit the brakes for just a second," she told him.

     He didn't ask why.  She raised her pistol to eye level. 

     "Now!"

     Troy hit the brakes.  The truck slowed quickly.  The unexpected move caught the van drivers by surprise.  Both vans moved within fifty yards of the truck before the drivers could react.  Amber rapid-fired six rounds.  All six hit the white van.  One bullet caught the gunman in the passenger seat in the chest.  He slumped against the dash.  Both van drivers hit the brakes before Amber could shoot again.  The distance between the hunters and the hunted opened to well over one hundred yards.

     Troy stamped the accelerator to the floor.  The truck slowly picked up speed.

     "I think I got one of them," Amber yelled.

     "They backed off."

     The knock in the engine had become a steady clatter.  Smoke poured out from the bullet holes in the engine compartment.  Troy knew they didn't have much time.  Glancing ahead, he saw that they were about a half mile from the buildings.

     Without warning, a fireball erupted beside the truck.  The noise of a big explosion followed.  Dirt and shrapnel scoured the cab.  One piece of hot metal tore a crease in Troy's arm.  Another nicked Amber's ear.  Blood poured out of both wounds.

     "LAWS rocket," Troy screamed.  "Are you okay?"

     She pressed her hand against the wound.  "Okay! she bellowed.

     Troy ignored the small cut.  He jerked the steering wheel from side to side.  The truck veered sharply back and forth across the road.  

     The next rocket missed them by a hundred feet.  It exploded in the road ahead of them.  Troy steered the truck around the hole.

     "We aren't going to make it," he yelled.

     "Pick the spot."

     Troy saw a low hill ahead of them.  It was on Amber's side of the road.  He had just started to point at it, when a rocket blew off the entire truck bed.  One piece of shrapnel tore through the right front tire.  It blew.  The truck pitched to the right.  Troy fought the steering wheel, but it was hopeless.  The truck veered off the road.  Careening across the rough ground, it flew over a small arroyo, then crashed into a dry gully.  It came to a stop with the front end buried in an embankment.

 

 

 Chapter Eighteen – Troy and Amber’s Last Stand

 

 

     When Troy regained his senses moments after the crash, he found himself crushed against the steering wheel.  His ribs felt like someone was sticking him with a dull sword.  Pushing away from the dash, he grimaced as pain shot up from his stomach.  He glanced at Amber.  She was wedged under the dash.  She had a deep cut over her right eye.  She seemed to be unconscious.  He remembered their pursuers.  Looking to his left, he saw that his door had been sprung by the impact.  He scooted across the seat and fell out onto the ground.  It hurt like hell.  He scrambled to his feet.  He lurched around the truck to Amber's door.  It was slightly ajar.  He pried it open.  Reaching down, he lifted Amber out of the cab.  As he did so, he heard the two vans, bearing down on them.  

 

     He looked back toward the road.  Both vans were only seconds from reaching the truck.  Troy slung Amber over his shoulder, then ran down an embankment into a narrow arroyo.  Running as fast as his legs would go, he tried to put as much distance as he could between them and the gunmen.  Both vans slid to a stop a short distance from the truck.  Eight men, armed with an assortment of heavy weaponry, and wearing green jumpsuits, piled out of the vans.  They spread out and advanced cautiously toward the truck.  Fanzo had been driving the white van.  He stood behind the door, as his men approached the truck.  Hart stayed behind the steering wheel of the blue van.  The gunmen stopped about twenty feet from the cab.  Bringing up their weapons, they covered two of the men who warily slunk up to the truck.  They peeked into the cab.

     "They're gone," one of the men called.  

     "Find them," Fanzo yelled from the van.

     They men scattered.  One of them quickly found Troy's tracks in the soft sand.

     "Over here," he called to the others.

     They swarmed into the dry arroyo like a pack of rabid wolves.

 

     Two hundred yards away, Troy was tiring.  The initial rush of adrenaline had been burned in the first one hundred yards.  Guts had carried him the next hundred yards.  But guts could only go so far.  His legs felt like two dead sticks.  His lungs seemed ready to burst with every breath he took.  He knew he couldn't outrun the gunmen.  He had to out think them.  Glancing around, he sized up the country.  The arroyo cut through a range of low, rocky, brush-covered hills that bordered a wide valley.  A tiny stream flowed down the canyon.  It followed a gully that meandered through the rugged country.  An occasional tree rose above the surrounding brush.  About a quarter mile ahead of Troy, he could see where the arroyo joined the gully.  If he could make it to the main canyon, he might be able to hide from the gunmen.  But first he had to slow them down.  There was only one way to do that: an ambush.  He just needed the right place.  

 

     Staggering around a bend in the arroyo, he saw that it split into two separate channels that went around a narrow finger of land that was topped by bushes.  He chose the left channel.  He wobbled down the middle of the channel, leaving deep, obvious footprints in the sand.  Fifty yards further down the arroyo, the two channels merged.  He saw a big tree growing near some house-sized boulders.  Near collapse, he lurched under the tree and dropped Amber on the sand.  He leaned heavily against the tree.  He sucked in lung full after lung full of life-saving air.  But time was running out.  Straightening, he dashed across the sand to the right channel and ran back toward the gunmen.  When he reached the place where the two channels split, he hid behind a pile of rocks.  

 

     Taking out his pistol, he stretched out his arm with the barrel pointed back up the arroyo.  He heard the gunmen calling to each other in the brush.  He couldn't see them, but their voices were getting louder.  A moment later, three of them ran into view.  They saw his footprints in the sand in the left channel.   That was all it took to draw them into the ambush.  The lead gunman started down the left channel.  Troy let him get a couple of steps, then shot him in the chest.  The gunman dropped without a sound.  Bullets slashed Troy's position as the other two gunmen leapt for cover.  They were hidden before Troy could get off another round.  They continued to pump bullets in his direction.  He stayed down.  He knew that if he left too soon, the gunmen would know that his ambush had been nothing more than a delaying tactic.  He wanted them to think that he had taken a stand.  

 

     They gradually stopped firing.  He heard them call to other gunmen back up the arroyo.  He couldn't stay too long though, or they would send people to flank his position.  He waited five minutes, then peeked over a rock.  He studied every inch of ground where the two gunmen had taken cover.  He spotted the tip of one of their shoes, sticking out from behind a rock.  Sighting along his pistol, he fired.  A man yelled.  The foot was withdrawn.  A thick fusillade of lead peppered the bushes near him.  He crawled backwards until he was deep in the right channel, then ran back to where he had left Amber.  He found her sitting against the tree.  She was rubbing her head.  He knelt beside her.

     "How do you feel?"

     She seemed dazed.  "Like shit."

     "Your head hit the dash.  You may have a concussion."

     "Swell."

     Troy tilted her head up.  He inspected her pupils.  They appeared to be even.

     "They're coming after us," he explained.  "I just shot one of them to slow them down, but it won't keep them back long.  Do you think you can walk?"

     "I can try."

     He helped her to her feet.  She was wobbly as hell.  

     "Are we running?"  she asked.

     "Not yet."

     He put his arm under her arm and around her back.

     "Can you run if I help?"

     "Why not."

     They took a few steps.  It wasn't perfect, but it was better than carrying her.

     "That a girl," he encouraged.

     "Are we running now?"

     "We're running."

     "Good."

 

     They loped down the arroyo toward the canyon floor.  Running in the deep sand really slowed them down.  It sucked at their feet, making each step just a little bit more difficult.  In some places the arroyo narrowed and branches raked across their faces and bodies.  

 

     Back at the ambush site, the gunmen finally flanked Troy's position.  Charging out of the brush, they discovered that he had already gone.  Calling to their confederates, they swiftly resumed the chase.  They left their fallen comrade behind.  

 

     Troy and Amber reached the stream in the bottom of the canyon.  It was about three feet wide and a foot deep.  They stopped beside the water.  A cow trail paralleled the stream.  Troy knew they would expect him to head down stream.  It was the path of least resistance.  But they would also expect him to try to trick them.

 

     "How you doin'? 

     She seemed to be getting stronger.

     "Better," she said.

     They heard voices somewhere behind them.

     "I can run by myself," she said.

     Troy wasn't sure it was a good idea, but they had to go.

     "Run downstream and stay on the cow path."  

 

     Amber's first few steps were clumsy, but she willed her legs to function, and they did.  She wobbled a bit as she ran, but not enough to slow her down.  Troy breathed a sigh of relief.  With Amber on her feet, they had a fighting chance.

 

     The seven gunmen raced silently along the arroyo.  They were spaced about ten feet apart.  They knew that if Troy tried another ambush, he might get one or two of them, but they would get him.  They stopped at the stream.  It didn't take them long to find Troy and Amber's footprints.  Like hounds on a trail, they headed downstream.

 

     Troy and Amber were making good time.  They weren't running all out, but were pacing themselves for the long haul.  Troy kept his eyes open for an edge; something he and Amber could use to even the odds.  The cow path wound through the dense thickets that grew beside the stream.  Some of the bushes grew to heights of fifteen feet.  Sporadically, sharply descending ridges angled down into the stream bed from the mountains above the canyon.  In those places the rock formed natural dams across the stream.  Small ponds backed up behind the dams, some of which were ten or more feet deep.  Troy was hoping to find a defensible position among the rocks and ponds where they could make a stand.  If they conserved their ammunition, and the gunmen couldn't flank or get behind them, they might be able to hold them off until help arrived.  Troy caught a glimpse of the gunmen.  They were about two-hundred yards back.  

 

     The cow path veered away from the stream.  It passed between two large juniper trees, then angled across a wide meadow.  Amber stayed with the path.  Halfway across the meadow, they saw a group of old buildings clustered under a three-story tall, wood water tower about one hundred yards from them.  A dense grove of enormous cottonwood trees surrounded the ranch house and outbuildings.  It was the old Cole place.  Twenty years earlier it had been a prosperous ranch, but disease had wiped out the cattle and the Cole family had moved to Texas.  The cow path ran alongside a pole corral, through the weed-infested ranch yard, then joined a jeep trail that climbed sharply up a steep bluff that overshadowed the ranch. 

 

     Amber was tiring.  She tripped over a rock and nearly went down, but caught herself and regained her footing.  Troy knew they didn't have much time.  They were ten yards from the nearest building when a bullet kicked up a puff of dust in front of them.  A microsecond later they heard the report of the shot.  Looking back, Troy saw the gunmen were at the edge of the meadow.  Amber lurched around the corner of a dilapidated shack and collapsed on her hands and knees.  For the moment they were hidden from the gunmen, but not for long.  Troy knelt beside her.  Both of them fought to catch their wind.  After a few deep breaths, Troy prodded her on the shoulder.  

 

     "We gotta go," he panted.

     "Can't."

     Reaching down, he hauled her to her feet.  It took all of his strength to do it.  They leaned heavily against each other.  

     "Just thirty more seconds," Troy promised.

     Her pain-filled eyes pleaded with him.

     "Gotta rest."

 

     Troy scanned the ranch grounds for a place to hide.  The ranch house was a sprawling, one-story structure that had been repeatedly vandalized.  All of the windows had been broken out of the frames and bullets had pulverized the exterior and interior walls.  Someone had stripped off all of the weathered, exterior boards to use for bookshelves and paneling.  Someone else had torn all of the copper wire out of the interior walls.  Even the towering cottonwoods had added to the damage.  Two massive limbs had crashed down through the roof, crushing the trusses and interior walls like balsa wood.

 

     Across the yard from the house, the two-story barn had fared better.  Its plank walls were relatively intact.  The two wide front doors still hung from their hinges.  One door hung slightly ajar: the other was wired closed with a piece of bailing wire.  The steeply-sloped, wood-shingled roof was in bad shape.  Termites had eaten through several load-bearing posts and the roof had shifted three feet away from center.  The second floor of the barn had been used for storing hay.  The rancher had cut a three-by-three hay door in the gable, so the hands could load the heavy bales of hay into the loft from a truck parked outside of the barn.  The door was gone but two dozen bales of hay were still stacked in the loft.  Corrals surrounded the barn on three sides.  Dozens of cottonwood trees had sprung up around the barn.  One good-sized tree had grown up next to the back door.  It was at least thirty feet tall.  Its branches had torn several holes in the barn.

 

     Troy's eyes left the barn and moved to the water tower, which stood halfway between the house and the barn.  It was completely ringed by cottonwoods.  At one time a windmill had stood next to the water tower, but it had collapsed during a thunderstorm.   He could see its broken carcass, lying in the weeds.  The water tower consisted of a ten-foot high, wood tank that rested on top of a two-story, wood platform.  A thick wood lid covered the tank.  A ladder ran up one side of the platform.  Troy started to look away, but an idea flashed through his head.  Grabbing Amber's arm, he yanked her into a run.

 

     "Come on, kid, let's vamoose.

 

     Just over a minute later, the first of the gunmen filtered into the ranch yard.  Darting from cover to cover, he worked his way to the ranch house porch.  His name was Ace.  He was armed with an M-16 machine gun.  Extra magazines for the M-16 were strapped to his waist.  He quickly searched the ranch house, then returned to the front porch.  Keeping his M-16 ready for instant use, he covered the other seven gunmen, as they warily zigzagged across the ranch yard to join him on the porch.  No one said a word.  From his actions, it was clear that Ace was in charge of the gunmen.  Using hand signs, he sent men to the barn and other outbuildings to search for Amber and Troy.  

 

     Three men headed for the barn.  They were lead by a big, black man named Jake.  A stocky, blond man named Keefer accompanied him, and a lean, thin-faced man they all called Wolf.  All of them were armed with machine guns.  They approached the barn like it was a fortified position.  Jake covered Keefer and Wolf from in front of the barn, while they moved in from each flank.  As soon as Keefer and Wolf were inside, Jake charged in through the open front door.  It took them less than a minute to search the barn.  Jake stepped out and motioned to Ace that the barn was empty.

 

     In the meantime, the other three gunmen were searching the rest of the ranch.  The leader was named Novak.  He was bald, slightly overweight and had a deep scar that curved from his left eye to his left ear.  The two men with him were Tex and A.D.

 

     Tex was a big man with a perpetual sneer wrapped around his face.  There wasn't anything noteworthy about A.D.  He was just an average guy with an average face.  Novak was armed with a short-barrel, pump-action, twelve-gauge shotgun that he carried like a pistol.  Tex and A.D. both had machine guns.  The three of them scouted the outbuildings and corrals without success.  Both teams rejoined Ace on the porch.

 

     "Anybody see any tracks?" Ace asked.

     "Shit, man," Jake replied, "all we seen was cow tracks."

     "They must have kept on running," Novak concluded.

 

     Tex stepped away from the group.  He brought his machine gun to bear on the water tower.  He riddled the tank with an entire magazine of bullets.  The others watched as the bullets tore chunks of wood out of the lower half of the tank.

 

     Slapping a fresh magazine into his machine gun, Tex sauntered through the weeds to the water tank.  After inspecting the ground under the tank for blood, he walked back to the porch.

 

     "They ain't in the tank," he announced.

     Ace pointed toward the spot where the cow path disappeared into the bushes on the far side of the ranch.

     "Spread out.  We'll sweep both sides of the trail.  They can't be very far away."

     The seven gunmen formed a long line and swiftly moved away from the ranch.

     Had they been able to view the ranch from a helicopter above, they would have easily seen Amber and Troy who were curled close together on top of the water tank's flat lid.  They had felt Tex's bullets tear into the tank below them, but not a single bullet had penetrated the lid.  They heard the gunmen leave the ranch.

     "Who are they?" Amber whispered into Troy's ear.

     Troy gave a little shrug.  "Mercenaries probably."

     "What are we going to do?"

     "Wait until they're gone and then go back the way we came."

     "Those poor rangers didn't have a chance."

     "Yeah, I know."

     They listened as the gunmen's voices grew fainter.

     "We're not going to be safe until we nail whoever's behind the assassination, are we?" Amber asked.

     Troy crawled to the edge of the tank that overlooked the ranch.  He watched the gunmen search the brush.

     "No.

     "My old karate teacher always used to say that the best defense is an offense.  Maybe its time we went after them," she said.

     "Great idea, but who do we go after?"

     "What's wrong with these guys?"

     Troy shook his head.  "The odds are just a little too long for my taste."

     A bullet tore a hole out of the lid next to Troy's head.  The sound of a shot followed a microsecond later.  Troy looked up.  The white van was parked on the jeep trail that angled down from the bluff behind the ranch.  It was about three-hundred yards away.  Fanzo was standing beside the van with a rifle pointed at them.  From his position on the bluff, their hiding place was easily seen.  Fanzo's rifle bucked.  A bullet ricocheted off of the wood two inches from Amber's stomach.  

     "Come on," Troy hollered.

     He scrambled down the wood ladder on the side of the tank.  Some of the taller cottonwood branches blocked Fanzo's view of the tank.  He fired again.  The bullet slammed into the tank a foot from Troy.  He dropped onto the narrow catwalk that circled the tank.  A second later Amber jumped down beside him.  While Fanzo peppered the water tower with bullets, they climbed down the ladder on the side of the wood platform that supported the tank.  

     Ace and the others heard the shots.  They saw the white van on the jeep trail and quickly grasped what had happened.  Without a moment's hesitation, they sprinted back toward the ranch.  

 

     Troy and Amber ran to the barn.  Fanzo's bullets dogged them every step of the way.  Geysers of dirt erupted around their feet, as Fanzo emptied his magazine at them.  They dove through the open door into the barn.  One last bullet cut a perfectly round hole in the wood above their heads.  They took cover behind two posts, facing the oncoming gunmen.  Troy was worried.  They were trapped.  The gunmen could surround them and literally demolish the barn with bullets.  They heard the van's motor start.  The van started down the rugged jeep trail toward the ranch.  One thing was in their favor.  The gunmen didn't know where they were.

 

     Tex lead the charge up through the brush into the ranch yard.  He had seen Fanzo firing at the water tank and had drawn the unwise conclusion that Troy and Amber were still on top of the tank.  With his machine gun hammering full auto at the tank, he dashed past the barn.  Ace and Wolf were right behind him.  

 

     Troy aimed his pistol and squeezed off a round.  Tex slammed face-first into the dirt.  He never even twitched.  Amber fired twice.  Both of her rounds hit A.D. in the chest.  He staggered a few feet, fell to his knees, then collapsed.  The rest of the gunmen opened fire, raking the barn with hundreds of bullets.  Troy and Amber ducked behind the posts and waited for the firing to subside.

 

     "One of us has to go for help before they surround the barn," Troy called to her.  "Go out the back way.  I'll cover you."

     "Forget it."

     "Don't argue.  It's the only way," he ordered.

     Her face hardened. "Then you go."

     They stared at each other across a ten-foot gap.  Bullets shrieked through the air like wounded bees.

     "Go, you stubborn little shit," Troy exploded.

     She didn't want to go, but she knew he was right.  Reluctantly, she turned and crawled across the dirt floor to the back door.  Peeking out the door, she saw it was clear.  With a backwards glance at Troy, she rolled out the door into the corral.  Troy saw Keefer advancing on the barn.  Troy snapped a shot at him, but missed.

     Amber started to run for the grove of cottonwoods, but took only one step.  She noticed the cottonwood, standing beside the door.  Its branches formed a dense cover about ten feet above the ground.  Without any hesitation, Amber climbed up into the tree.

     The firing slackened, as the gunmen opted for a different strategy.  Ace called to Jake and Wolf.

     "Jake--Wolf--go around the sides.  We'll keep him pinned down."

     Jake and Wolf worked their way around the sides of the barn.  They gave it a wide berth, a tribute to Troy and Amber's shooting ability.  The white van pulled into the yard a short distance from the barn and stopped.  Troy fired two bullets into it, sending Fanzo and Hart diving for cover.  Both of them fired several bursts into the barn. 

 

     Troy knew he was being flanked.  He had to get out.  Crabbing across the dirt floor, he approached the back door.  As he started to his feet, Jake charged through the doorway.  Troy shot him in the stomach, chest and face.  The big man was dead before he hit the ground.  Bending down, Troy retrieved Jake's machine gun and loaded magazines.  He checked the magazine in the weapon, then holstered his pistol.  The machine gun wasn't much, but it evened the odds a little bit.  Troy warily peeked out the door.  He couldn't see any of the gunmen.  Sidestepping through the door, he started for the cover of some nearby cottonwoods.  

 

     He had only taken three steps when a shot rang out behind him.  Whirling, he was just in time to see Wolf drop his pistol and slump to the ground.  A hole in his chest glistened with dark blood.  There was a slight noise and Amber dropped out of the cottonwood tree.  Troy realized that she had just saved his ass.  She grabbed Wolf's machine gun out of his nerveless fingers.  Troy kept an eye out for the rest of the gunmen.  Troy pointed to one of the outbuildings, which was partly shielded by several young trees.  Keeping low, they scurried across a patch of open ground and dove behind a low wall, as the remaining gunmen poured rounds at them.  

 

     Amber gripped the machine gun tightly and triggered off a short burst that nearly got Ace.  He lunged behind a wall, as deadly missiles sliced through the space he had just vacated.  Fanzo sent Keefer and Novak to circle behind Troy and Amber's position, while he, Hart and Ace kept them pinned down.  Troy and Amber fired steadily, but tried to conserve ammunition.  Their only hope was to eliminate a couple more gunmen and force the rest to back off.

 

     Keefer snuck around the ranch house without being seen.  He belly crawled through the grove of cottonwood trees behind the house.  Moving slowly across the ground, he reached a tree behind Troy and Amber.  With his machine gun pointed in their direction, he slowly rose to his feet.  He had a perfect shot at Amber's back.  His finger was tightening on the trigger, when he was suddenly knocked to the ground by an immense fist.  Lying on the ground with a giant, bloody hole in his chest, he heard the blast of a heavy rifle echo along the canyon.  He was wondering what happened when a wave of blackness swept him away.  

 

 

 Chapter Nineteen – Real Cowboys Can Shoot

 

 

     On the other side of Troy and Amber's hiding place, Novak heard the rifle.  He eased behind a bush and looked up on the steep bluff behind him.  As he tried to focus on a shiny object, the top of his head blew off.  His body flopped to the ground, kicking spastically.  He never heard the shot that killed him.

 

     High on the bluff, Elmo Bull repositioned his 30:06 rifle on his saddle.  Scanning the ranch yard, he spotted Ace who was hidden behind a post next to the barn.  He sighted along the rifle's long barrel, then fired.  The semi-jacketed, hollow-point drilled through the post and shattered Ace's right leg.  Screaming in agony, he fell to the ground, clutching his leg.  His scream was cut short by the impact of Elmo's next bullet, which tore a huge crater in his chest.  Fanzo and Hart ran for the van.  Elmo tracked them and fired again.  Fanzo lucked out.  The bullet shattered against the van a few inches from his head.  Leaping into the van, Fanzo started the motor and let out the clutch.  

 

     The van lunged forward.  Hart tripped--went down--rolled to his feet--came up running.  Grabbing the passenger door, he swung himself up onto the running board.  Elmo triggered off another round.  The windshield splintered into a million pieces.  Swerving back and forth, the van accelerated until it vanished behind some trees.  Elmo didn't shoot again.

 

     By the time Elmo rode down from the bluff, Amber and Troy had collected all of the weapons from the dead gunmen.  They stacked them in front of the barn.  Elmo rode up and stopped in the ranch yard.  After dismounting, he walked over to where Ace's body was lying.  He inspected the bullet hole.

 

     "Shot a little low," he said matter of factly, "I was aimin' for his head."

     "It was good enough," Troy said.  "You saved our lives."

     "Tweren't nuthin'," Elmo scoffed. "Sorta like shootin' rats in a box.  They didn't have sense enough to bring a real gun."  He patted the 30:06.

     "How did you find us?" Amber asked.

     "I heard the ruckus and came right over.  Them rangers is goners.  Too bad, they was nice fellas."

     "Where's the closest phone," Troy inquired.

     "Over to the Alderson place--'bout five miles as the crow flies."

     Troy was tired.  He needed some water and a place to sit down.  He knew Amber was in worse shape.

     "Do you have any water you can spare," Troy asked.

     Elmo pointed at something behind the ranch house.

     "There's a good spring about a hundred yards back.  Good water.  Maybe you folks ought to rest up a mite while I go for help," Elmo suggested.

     "Watch out for the guys in the van," Amber cautioned.

     "They better watch out for theirselves," Elmo retorted.  "I'm just gettin' warmed up."

     He picked up the reins.

     "I'll be back in an hour."

     Swinging up into the saddle, he rode away.

 

     Amber and Troy easily found the spring.  It was nothing more than a four-inch pipe that someone had driven deep into the bluff.  A steady stream of water gushed out of the pipe and collected in a pool ringed by a variety of vegetation.  A rusty cup made from a tin can was wired to the pipe with a long piece of bailing wire.  They drank their fill of the crystal cold water, then found some grass under a leafy bush.  They flopped down on the grass.  They both looked like shit.  Their clothes were torn and dirty.  Blood was caked under the cut over Amber's eye.  They lay side by side for several minutes before Amber spoke.

 

     "God it feels good to quit moving."

     Troy stared up at the deep blue sky.  "We were lucky to come out of this alive," he said.

     "It was close," she agreed.

     They listened to the water gush out of the pipe.  It was a peaceful sound.  She turned her head to look at him.

     "How do you think they found us?"

     "They must have tailed us all the way from San Rafael.  I never saw anything, but obviously, they were there.  I think whoever's behind this whole thing is getting desperate.  Trying to gun down two federal agents in broad daylight is pretty risky business.  As soon as Franklin finds out about this shooting, he's going to put a couple of babysitters on us."

     "The more the merrier," she said.

     "One thing we can do is try to identify each of the stiffs.  Maybe we'll get lucky and find out who hired them."

     "It seems to me that the two guys who got away were giving the orders.  Did you see a plate on the van?"

     Troy swatted at a fly that landed on his cheek.

     "No," he replied.  "but I think the driver was one of the guys from the parking garage.  He was driving one of the cars.  If it is the same guy, that pretty much ties the whole thing together."

     "Graham has to be the connection," she asserted.  "The closer we get to him, the more heat we get.  I think we're right on the bastard's heels."

     "So the big question is, where is he now?"  

 

     An hour later, they heard the rumble of approaching vehicles.  They both sprang to their feet.  With Troy in the lead, they bolted back toward the ranch.  They arrived at the ranch house, as a convoy of police vehicles, with Elmo in front, stopped in front of the barn.

     

     The Forest Service flew Troy and Amber to Stockton in a light, two-engine airplane.  As soon as they landed, they went straight to the terminal.  Several flights had just arrived, and the terminal was thronged with passengers.  Troy and Amber made their way to the ticketing area, where six airlines had space behind two long counters on opposite sides of the room.  Troy and Amber split up.  She took three of the airlines, Troy took the other three.  

 

     Troy waited in line for close to ten minutes before a pretty woman behind the counter motioned for him to come to her window.  

     "How may I help you, sir?"  

     Extending his badge, he identified himself.  "I'm Troy Barclay, ATF."

     She glanced at his badge, then at his face.  "Are you going to arrest me," she snickered.

     "Have you been bad?"

     She winked at him.  "Do you want to hear my confession?"

     "I'll wait for the book," he kidded.  He gave her body the once over.  She noticed but didn't seem to care.  She had a striking figure and two giant boobs.  Probably plastic he guessed, but he had nothing against plastic.  His eyes settled on the wedding ring on her left hand.  He looked up.  Grinning, she held up her hand.

     "Geek repellant," she explained.  "All of us wear them.  It keeps the geeks from hitting on us.  I'm not really married."

     "I knew that."

     "How?"

     "You're too happy to be married."  They both laughed.

     "I need you to look in your computer and see if a man named Ivan Graham flew out of here in say the last week."

     She typed his name into the computer.  It took a moment for the system to process the request.  She read her screen, then shook her head.

     "No Grahams have flown with us this month.  Sorry."

     "Yeah, well, that's the way it goes.  Thanks for trying."

     He started toward the exit.

     "My name's Meg.  I get off at nine, if you're still around."

     "Count on it."

     Troy struck out at the other two airlines on his side of the room.  Neither one had carried a passenger named Graham.  Disappointed, he scanned the room for Amber.  She was sitting in a chair near a bank of telephones.  As he walked up to her, he could see by the expression on her face, that she had fared no better than he.

     "No luck," she informed him.

     "Same here."

     He sank tiredly into a chair beside her.

     "It was a long shot," she said, "we don't even know for sure that he was ever here."

     Troy closed his eyes.  His thoughts drifted to Meg.  The thought of her caused a faint stirring in his groin.  A mental image of her large breasts flitted across his mind's eye.  Maybe for once he was going to be in the right place at the right time.

He could drop Amber off at the hotel, then come back for Meg.  It might work out.

     "Why would he use his real name?"  she wondered out loud.  "If he paid cash, he could use any name.  They don't ask for I.D."

     Meg's image vanished.  Troy returned to reality.

     "Yeah, but what name?  How do we narrow it down?"

     Troy's eyes popped open.  Reaching in his jacket pocket, he took out his little notebook.  He fanned through the pages.

     "What?"

     He didn't answer.  His finger traced his writing up one page and down the next.  It stopped.  His hand shook with excitement.

     "When Adair and Graham were working together, Graham sometimes called himself Pete Hegerty.  It was his off-duty name."

     They both jumped to their feet.  Troy headed directly to Meg's window.  There was only one other person in line.  A minute later he was standing face to face with Meg.  Her smile said more than welcome.

     "Can you run another name for me?"

     She put her hand on his arm.  "I'd be thrilled."

     Troy felt the heat of her hand.  He felt his face flush.

     She took her hand away.  

     "What's the name?"

     "Pp-Pete--Heg--Hegerty," he stammered.

     She grinned as she realized how uncomfortable she had made him.  She keyed the name into the computer.  Her face brightened.

     "A Mister Pete Hegerty flew the red-eye to Washington last Thursday night."

     "Which airport?"

     "Dulles."

     "You're an angel," he said.

     "Don't forget tonight."

     He stepped away from the counter.

     "I won't."  He knew it was a lie, but what could he do.  He would never see her again.

     He rushed over to where Amber was waiting in line.  One glance at his face told her that he had hit pay dirt.  She hurried over to him.  They found an isolated table in a nearly vacant cocktail lounge.  Keeping an eye out for eavesdroppers, they spoke in quiet tones.

     "I got him.  He flew out Thursday night--to Dulles."

     Amber pondered the news.  Her eyes were dark question marks.

     "That's insane.  Why go back to Washington?"

     "Hell if I know."

     "Maybe he feels safe because everybody thinks he's dead."

     Troy's mind was racing at the speed of light.  

     "A professional hit man doesn't go back to the scene of the crime--"  A horrifying thought exploded in his mind.  The significance of it made him speechless.  Amber saw shock ripple across his face.  

     "What is it?"

     Stunned, he groped for words.  "What if I was wrong?  What if he really was after the President.  What if he doesn't get paid unless he finishes the job?"

     "He went back to--" her voice trailed off.

     "--to try again."  Troy ran out of the cocktail lounge with Amber at his side.  They found a bank of phones.  Troy dialed Franklin's number.  After five rings, Franklin answered.

     "Franklin."

     "Boss, it's me."

     "You're in trouble, right?"

     "We're in trouble.  Graham flew back to Washington last Thursday night."

     "What the fuck for?"

     Troy took a deep breath.  "We think he's going to try again."

He heard Franklin suck in a big breath of air.

     "Is that a wild-ass guess, or do you have something to back it up?"

     "Nothing concrete.  But why else would a hit man go back to the city where he'd just tried a hit?"

     There was a long moment of silence on the line.

     "Here's how it's going down," Franklin said.  "I'm gonna tell the Secret Service that one of our informants warned us that there might be another assassination attempt.  That'll keep your ass out of the fire.  You and Amber get back here now.  I want your ass on an airplane in five minutes.  I'll have someone meet you at the airport.  You come straight to the office.  We are going to find that asshole and put him down.  You got it?"

     "Loud and clear," Troy answered.

     "What flight did he come in on?"

     "Eastern 1516--to Dulles."

     "I'll get someone out there.  We might get lucky."

     "You better warn Crawford.  He won't listen, but at least you'll be on record as having notified him."

     "Did Graham use his real name?"

     "No, he went by the name Pete Hegerty," Troy replied.

     "That it?"

     "Yep."

     "Then get your ass on an airplane."

     Troy hung up.  

     "What did he say?" Amber questioned him.

     "He's going to warn everybody and try to pick up Graham's trail at Dulles.  He wants us back there right now."

     "I saw there's a non-stop to National, leaving in ten minutes from Gate Six."

     "Let's go."

 

     After picking up their luggage from the airport security office, they ran to Gate Six, where they scooted aboard the jet, as the passenger door was swinging shut.  The plane was only partially full, so they both had a row of seats to themselves.  By the time the jet soared into the air, Amber was asleep.  Troy spent a few minutes, thinking about the case, then dropped off into a deep sleep.  Neither woke until the jet's wheels touched down on the runway of National Airport.

 

     Devon Kelso, and two other ATF Agents Troy knew by sight only, met them at the gate.  One was a stocky, fireplug of a man named Frank Bush.  His amigo was Owen Cansby.  Owen was short, but proportioned like a body builder.  Both were from the Special Operations Group, which handled much of the agency's dirty jobs.  All three men were wearing sports jackets.  Judging by the almost conspicuous bulges under their jackets, all of them were carrying some serious hardware.  Troy spotted two more Special Operations guys stationed in the long walkway that led out of the terminal.

 

Franklin wasn't taking any chances.  He had Troy and Amber well protected.

     "How was the honeymoon?" Kelso leered at Amber and Troy, as he walked up to them.

     "It wasn't as good as the one you had with your sister," Troy quipped.

     Bush and Canby's nervous laughter showed that Troy had outscored Kelso.  Kelso grinned.

     "Franklin wants us to take you both home.  He wants you in his office tomorrow morning at eight."

 

     Troy and Amber spent the rest of the night in their respective houses, watched over by Special Operations teams.        There were no incidents and the teams didn't see anything to indicate that Troy and Amber were the targets of any covert operation.  Even so, the next morning, just to be on the safe side, Troy and Amber were driven to the office in bulletproof vans.  They arrived in Franklin's office a few minutes after eight o'clock.  Franklin was at his desk, reading a stack of E-mails that had come in during the night.  He looked tired.  His eyes were sunk deep in their sockets.  His skin was pale.  He didn't look up, as Troy and Amber took seats.

 

     "He's here in Washington," Franklin said, "but we can't find him.  We located the cab driver that drove him from Dulles, but the cabby dropped him off at the bus station.  We're checking passenger lists, but hell, two thousand passengers go out of there each day."

     "If he did take a bus, I don't think he went far.  "Why would he fly all of the way back to Washington, and then take a bus somewhere else?"

     "To cover his tracks," Amber interjected.

     "Maybe he has a safe house somewhere in the suburbs," Franklin suggested.

     "Have you run the Pete Hegerty name through all of the databases?"

     Franklin didn't lift his head.  Just his eyes rolled up to focus on Troy.

     "Yep, and we didn't get dog squat."

     An idea flashed into Troy's head.  "Would Graham go to all of the trouble of setting up a safe house, if the CIA already had one?"

     His comment stopped the conversation cold.  All three of them were quiet for several seconds as they thought of the possibilities.

 

     "Thing is," Franklin said, "who can we trust over there, when everyone involved seems to have a CIA connection?"

     "What about Adair?  It's in his best interest to help us." Amber remarked.

     "He's been out a long time," Troy said.  "Safe houses are only safe for a short time.  The odds of one still being around from Adair's time frame are slim to none."

     "But he might know someone who could get the information."

     "It's worth a try," Troy conceded.

 

     When the guards brought Adair into the interrogation room, Troy saw that the time in jail had been very hard on him.  His haggard face was pasty white under two day's worth of shaggy beard.  He shuffled over to the chair across the table from Troy and Amber and sat down.  He didn't look up.  As soon as the guards were gone, Troy tossed two unopened packs of cigarettes onto the table.  Without looking at Troy or Amber, Adair tore open one of the packs, then waited for Troy to light the cigarette.  After a long pull of smoke into his lungs, he focused on Troy.

     "I thought you were going to help me," he said sullenly.

     "We're working as fast as we can."

     "Yeah, and who's she?"

     "FBI.  We're working together."

     Adair greedily sucked more smoke into his lungs, then slouched back in the chair.

     "You find Graham?"

     "No--but we found where he crashed an airplane, so we would think he was dead."

     "That old trick," Adair scoffed, "we quit using it ten years ago.  It only works on idiots."

     "He's here--in Washington."

     Adair's head jerked up in surprise.  He sat forward and leaned on the table.

     "You sure?"

     "Came here using the name Pete Hegerty," Troy said.

     Adair's eyes narrowed as he thought about what Troy had said.

     "That's not like him.  He'd never come back here unless--" his voice trailed off.  He glanced sideways at Troy.

     "--he was going to try again." Troy finished his sentence.

     "Where would he go?" Amber asked.

     Adair switched his gaze to her.

     "Depends on who he's working for."

     Adair stepped on the remains of the cigarette, then took another one out of the pack.  Troy lit it for him.  The air in the tiny room was beginning to cloud over.

     "Could he use an Agency safe house without approval?" Troy queried.

     "Shit, yes.  People come and go out of those place like Grand Central Station."

     "Where can we get some addresses?"

     Adair held up his hands.  "Wait a fucking minute.  I got enough trouble without the Agency coming down on me.  You want addresses, go through channels."

     Troy stood up.  He nodded at Amber.

     "Let's go."

     Amber rose to her feet.  They started toward the door.  Adair spun on his chair.

     "Come on, man, what are you doing?" Adair whined.

     Troy and Amber stopped.  

     "We're trying to help you but you won't help us?  That's bull shit," Troy barked.  

     "Give me a break.  They'll fucking kill me if they find out I told you."

     "They won't find out," Amber told him.

     "Like hell."

     Troy and Amber walked back to the table.

     "What's it going to be?"  Troy asked.

     "Look--here's the deal.  I don't know anybody who can get you the information, but I know where it is.  You'll have to get it yourselves."

     "How?" Amber asked.

     "You're gonna have to break into a CIA office."

 

 

 Chapter Twenty – Note to Self:   Break Into CIA Office

 

 

     Just after 11:00 P.M. the same day, Troy braked an unmarked car to a stop two blocks from Amber's house.  It was an older, predominantly middle-class neighborhood where predominantly white-collar workers lived in their predominantly three-bedroom houses.  The cars parked in the driveways were Chevrolets, Fords, Hondas, Pontiacs and the occasional Nissan.  Most of the cookie-cutter houses were dark.  Troy had stopped midway between two street lights.  He was parked in the thick shadows under a tree that overhung the street.  He was slouched in the seat with his head down below the neck rest.  To anyone approaching from the rear, the car appeared to be unoccupied.  Troy was dressed in soft, black, stretch pants, a thin, black, long sleeved, pullover shirt, and black high-top tennis shoes.  He wore his Beretta in a pancake holster on his hip.  Troy glanced at his watch.  When he looked up, Amber's face was peering in through the passenger window.  Reaching over, he unlocked the door.  Amber slid quietly into the car.  She was also dressed entirely in black.  Her Smith and Wesson was strapped to her hip.  She lifted a black gym bag over the seat and dropped it on the floor behind her.

 

     "You have any trouble sneaking away from the baby sitters?"

     She smiled.  "Like stealing candy from a baby.  I just waited until they all grouped up out front for a smoke break, then went out the back door.  How about you?"

     Troy started the engine.  He slowly eased the car out onto the street.  He didn't want to draw attention to the car.

     "Side window."

     They continued their conversation, as Troy guided the car along the lightly traveled streets.  

     "You have any second thoughts?"

     Troy chuckled.  "Second--third--fourth--fifth--"

     "This is the stupidest thing I've ever done," Amber concluded.

     "You're still young."

     Troy steered the car onto a freeway.  They headed for Georgetown.

     "What happens if we get caught?" she asked.

     "You mean if they don't shoot us?"

     "Yeah."

     "Fired if we're lucky, prosecuted if we're not."

     "I feel better now," she said.

     They rode without speaking for several minutes.  The lights of the downtown high-rises glimmered out in front of them.  It was really a beautiful sight.

     "Can I ask you something personal?" she asked.

     Troy glanced at her.  "I suppose."

     "If we were total strangers, and we met in a bar, would you hustle me?"

     Troy was slow to answer.  He didn't want to hurt her feelings.  She noticed his hesitation.

     "Let me rephrase the question.  Do you think my clothes are too masculine?"

     Her eyes searched his face.

     "I guess it depends on what signals you're trying to send."

     "Is that a polite way of saying yes?" she asked.

     "Let me ask you something.  If you saw Cher or Sharon Stone, wearing your clothes, would you think they looked sexy?"

     "Hell no," she responded.

     "There you go."

     "If I wear a skirt won't the guys be more interested in my legs than what kind of an investigator I am?  I don't want people to think of me as just another empty-headed bimbo who got the job because I'm a woman."

     "Hon, it doesn't matter what you wear.  People are going to think what they want.  My advice is to wear what you want to and forget everybody else."

     She thought about what he had said for a moment, then changed the subject. "Did you get all of the equipment we need?" 

     Troy didn't answer.  He had spotted something in the rear-view mirror.

     "Keep your head down, we may have company," he warned.

     Troy watched a pair of headlights that had stayed with them since the turn onto the freeway.  He eased off the accelerator.  The car slowed to fifty--forty-five--forty.  The car behind them didn't slow.  It blew by them with a raucous blast of its horn.  An arm hung a familiar finger into the air.

     "One of your old boyfriends," Troy quipped,

     "Ha-ha."

     Troy checked the rear view mirror, saw nothing suspicious, then answered Amber's question.

     "I have everything we should need.  The rope was the toughest to find.  I sort of borrowed it from the SWAT team.  They have all of their gear in a vault that's locked with a special burglar-proof lock.  It's guaranteed to be unpickable."

     "But you picked it."

     "Nope, I found the combination on the back of one of the SWAT guys' desk blotter."

     "You're an evil man, Barclay.  You should have been a crook."

     "After tonight, we'll both be crooks."

     His comment sobered Amber.  She was quiet the rest of the trip.

 

     In Georgetown, Troy drove to a four-story, public parking garage and parked the car on the top, uncovered floor.  There were no other vehicles parked on the top level.  Getting out of the car, Amber and Troy unloaded two duffel bags out of the trunk.  It was relatively dark.  The only light came from two feeble streetlights, which were located on the opposite side of the garage from where they had parked.  Moving quickly, they carried Amber's bag and Troy's two bags to the edge of the roof where the parking structure butted up against the neighboring eight-story, office building.  While Amber stood guard, Troy took a rope and grappling hook out of one of the bags.  

 

     After tying the grappling hook to the end of the rope, he swung it in a circle around his head, then let go.  The hook clanged noisily, as it landed on a steel-decked balcony that projected out from the Sixth Floor of the office building.  Troy pulled hard on the rope.  The grappling hook caught under a steel flange and locked solid.  Wasting no time, Troy climbed up the floor to the balcony.  Amber tied all of the duffel bags onto the rope.  Troy hauled them up to the balcony.  The rope dropped back down to Amber.  She wasn't as smooth on the rope as Troy, but she made it up to the balcony in good time.  While Amber pulled up the rope, Troy tested the door that lead from the balcony into one of the offices on the Sixth Floor.  The door was unlocked.  Troy knelt over one of the duffel bags.  He took out two radios, two sets of earphones, and two voice-actuated microphones.  They both hooked a radio to their belts and put on the earphones and microphones.  Troy whispered into his microphone.

 

     "Darling, can you hear me."

     "Loud and clear," came the answer in his earphone.

     "The door is unlocked."

     Reaching in the duffel bag, Troy grabbed a tiny pair of night-vision binoculars.  He pulled them into position over his eyes.

     "Stay close," he whispered into the microphone.

     "Roger."

     They picked up the duffel bags, then entered the building.  To Troy, the goggles made it seem as bright as day.  He negotiated a path across what seemed to be a law office.  Amber stayed one step behind him.  Although she didn't have goggles, there was enough ambient light for her to see Troy. 

 

     The inner door was closed.  Troy checked to make sure it wasn't alarmed before opening it.  Stealthily, they stepped out into a broad hallway.  Offices lined both sides of it.  Troy angled across the hall and into one of the offices on the opposite side of the building.  It was an underling's office.  The furniture was functional and not very attractive.  Amber followed him to the large window that looked out on the adjacent, ten-story building.  Troy took off the goggles.  They both knelt next to the window.  Peeking around each side of the glass, they saw that the Sixth Floor of the adjacent building was brightly lit.  From their vantage point they could see one whole side of the Sixth Floor office.  Troy pointed.

 

     "That's the office," he whispered into the microphone.

     "I figured," was her reply.

     "There are supposed to be three agents on duty."

     They both focused on the interior of the CIA office.  It was crammed full of computer modules, electronic and radio equipment.  Amber spotted a red-haired, older man, sitting with his back to the window.  He was watching a computer screen.  She pointed.  Troy saw him.  As they watched, a thin, black man and a stocky Chinese man appeared from another part of the office.  

     "That's the computer," he murmured.

     "So, what's the plan, Stan?"

     "I'm going up on the roof of this building.  I'll rappel down to this level, then swing across.  Once I get a window open, I'll take off the rope and leave it tied to something.  You watch what's happening inside and keep me posted."

     "I'll call the guys "Red", "Skinny" and "Kato", this side of the building home, and the rooms from the front, one, two, three and four, is that clear?

     "Red is home in three."

     "Right."

     "I'm outta here--Oh--better find a place to hide in case the janitors or somebody shows up."

     Picking up the two duffle bags, Troy faded into the darkness.

     Amber looked around the room.  A desk faced away from the window into the room.  She scooted the chair away from the desk.  She tossed her duffle bag under the desk.  If anyone came, that is where she would hide.

     Fifteen minutes later, she heard Troy's voice in her ear.

     "There's a big party up on the seventh floor.  I nearly got caught by a couple, trying to do the dirty deed in the stairwell."

     "Did you give them any pointers?"

     "She didn't need any."

     The radio went silent.  Two minutes later, Troy appeared outside of her window.  The rope was attached to a truss that wrapped around his legs and waist.  He waved to her.  Amber focused on the CIA office.

     "Red's still at the computer."

     Troy waited next to her window.  He was just a dark shadow among the other shadows.  

 

     Five minutes later, Red stood up, stretched, then disappeared into another part of the building.  Troy braced his legs against the building next to Amber's window, and shoved as hard as he could.  His body swung out across the chasm between the two buildings.  As he reached the peak of his arc, Troy tried to grab a stanchion protruding out of the wall of the CIA building.

He missed.  He swung back and landed next to Amber's window.  Looking across to the other building, he lined up his body with the stanchion, then launched himself again.  This time he was right on the money.  He grabbed the stanchion and held on tight.

     "Red's coming to the window."

     Troy heard Amber's warning and flattened against the wall next to the window.  A microsecond later, Red's face peered out into the darkness.  He was looking down to the street below.  Troy froze.  Even though he was at a sharp angle to Red's field of view, part of his body was visible if White looked in the right direction.  Time stretched into forever.  Troy concentrated on keeping his grip on the stanchion.  One tiny move might spell disaster.  After what seemed like a hundred years, Red turned and walked into another room.

     "He's gone."

     "I'll be going in through Room Two," he murmured quietly.

     "Roger."

     Moving from handhold to handhold, he moved across the face of the building until he was outside one of the windows of Room Two.  The inside of Room Two was dark.  

     "Skinny is home in one.  Red and Kato not visible."

 

     Troy carefully examined the wooden window frame.  He found a magnetic alarm contact on the inside of the window.  Reaching in a fanny pack buckled to his waist, he pulled out a bar magnet and a tube of super glue.  He spread super glue on one side of the bar magnet, then glued it to the glass next to the magnetic alarm contact.  If all went well, the powerful bar magnet would freeze the magnetic contacts in the alarm contact and keep it from sending a signal to the monitor, when Troy opened the window.  Troy took a slender, flat jimmy out of his fanny pack.  Sliding it between the upper and lower window frames, he gently turned the latch that locked the window shut.  It moved easily and a moment later the latch was unlocked.

     "Red and Skinny at home in three."

     Reaching out, Troy used both hands to press upwards against the lower window.  It slid noiselessly up on its track.  

     "I'm going in."

     "Kato not in sight."

 

     Troy lifted himself over the window frame into Room Two.  After unhooking himself from the rope, he tied a thin length of fish line to the rope, tied the fish line to a nearby radiator, then let the rope go.  It swung back toward the other building until the slack in the fish line was gone.  Troy closed the window.  Putting on the night-viewing goggles, he inspected Room Two.  It was a file room.  Fire proof file cabinets were lined up against all four of the walls and two rows went down the middle of the room.

     "Kato coming your way."

     Troy had a microsecond to react.  He ducked down below the middle row of file cabinets, as the door opened and light flooded the room.

     From Amber's position, she could clearly see Kato and Troy.  Kato walked to one of the filing cabinets and pulled out a drawer.  Troy kept the middle row of cabinets between him and Kato.  Problem was, if anyone else walked into the room, from the doorway, Troy was clearly visible.

     Kato took a file out of the drawer, then closed it.  Without a backwards glance, he left, closing the door and turning off the light on his way out.

     "Whew," he sighed, "that was too damn close."

     "Red, Skinny and Kato away from home in one."

     Troy moved to the door.  Opening it a crack, he peeked out into a darkened hall.  He could hear the three men talking in the room next door.  Slipping out of Room Two, he scurried down the hall into Room Three.

     "Same status."

     Troy sat down at Red's computer.  He saw a menu on the screen.  He quickly read the choices.  None of them was the one he wanted.  He typed in a command.  Another menu appeared.  He glanced through it.  One choice looked promising.

     From Amber's vantage point, she couldn't see Red although from the other two men's actions, he was in the room with them.  Her eye caught a reflection in a side window.  She saw Red's faint image on the glass.  

     A key slid into the locked door behind Amber.

     "I've got company," she breathed into the microphone.  Ducking down, she crawled under the desk.  She heard the door open.  

     "Come on, baby," a woman's voice implored.

     "Desk or floor?" a man asked.

     "You ever done it on a desk? the woman asked.

     "No--how about you?"

     "Once.  It was okay."

     "Come to papa."

     Amber could hear them kissing.  Something heavy settled onto the desk.  She heard the rustle of discarded clothing as it landed on the carpet.  

     "Ahhhhhh," the woman moaned.

     "OOOhhhhh," the man groaned.

     "Fuck me--oh--fuck me, you stud."

     The desk rocked back and forth as the impassioned couple went at it.  Amber bit her knuckle to keep from laughing.

     Troy didn't know what was happening.  He whispered into the microphone.

     "Can you talk?"

     Amber didn't respond.  Troy looked back over his shoulder.  He couldn't see anything.  He turned back to the screen.  Somewhere a door opened.  Troy heard voices coming toward him.  Glancing around the room, he spotted a heavy conference table that had been pushed against a wall.  A dozen or so boxes were stacked in front of the table.  Darting across the room, he dove under the table, as Red and Kato hurried in from Room One.  Red sat down at the computer.  A puzzled look crossed his face.

 

     "Did you change screens?" he asked.

     "No."

     "That's strange.  I could have sworn I left it on the sub- menu."

     "The brain's the first thing to go," Kato joked.

     Amber huddled in the darkness and listened to the couple making love on the desk above her.  The man's knees were hitting the desk with every thrust.  Between the thrashing and the moaning, it sounded like there were a dozen people in the room.

     "Ohhh--baby--you biiiggg dog," the woman cried.

     "Aaaahhhha," the man groaned.

     The thumping stopped.

     For the next minute, all Amber heard was heavy breathing.

     "Wanna go again?" the woman cooed.

     "How about a rain check?  We better get back before someone misses us."

     The woman slid off the desk.  Amber breathed a sigh of relief.  The couple giggled, while they dressed.  Amber found it positively revolting.  As soon as they were dressed, the couple left.  Amber scurried out from under the desk.  Training her binoculars on the CIA office, she tried to spot Troy.

 

     "Where are you?"  she asked.

     There was no response.  Amber studied office.  Red and Skinny were standing beside the computer.  Kato was nowhere to be seen.  She knew one thing.  They hadn't caught Troy.

     She heard a whisper in her earpiece.  "I'm under the table."

     Training her binoculars on the CIA office, she slowly searched for Troy's hiding place.  It only took her a couple of seconds to spot the big conference table.

     "Red and Skinny are by the computer.  I can't see Kato."

     A light went on in Room Four.  Kato walked into the room and sat down at a desk.

     "Kato at home in Room Four."

     A couple of minutes later, Red and Skinny joined Kato in Room Four.

     "Kato, Red and Skinny at home in Room Four."

 

     Troy rolled out from under the desk.  He hurried over to the computer.  It was still on the sub-menu.  He selected the option called "OPERATIVES".  Another menu appeared on the screen.  He chose the option called "WASHINGTON".  A list of names appeared on the screen.  Using the arrow key, he ran down the list.  The fifth name under the "G" Classification was Graham, Ivan.  He put the cursor on Graham's name, then hit the enter key.  Graham's face peered out at him from the screen.  A sub-menu ran across the top of the screen.  He highlighted BIOGRAPHICAL.  A page of data flashed onto the monitor.  

 

     The first address for Graham was the Sixteenth Street apartment.  The second was for a house in Virginia.  Taking out his little note pad, he wrote down the new address.  He was getting ready to put the computer back to the first sub-menu when something on the screen caught his eye.  CASE OFFICER.  Troy highlighted the menu option, then pressed the enter key.  Two names appeared.  He didn't recognize the first one.  

 

     "Oh god!" His startled exclamation was caused by the shock of recognition, as he read the second name.  

     "What?--Troy--get out--they're coming."

     Troy ran silently to Room Two.  A moment later, Red, Skinny and Kato burst into Room Three with their guns drawn.  They had heard Troy's voice.

     Troy opened the window.  Grabbing the fish line, he hauled the climbing rope to the window.  He grabbed the free end and tied it to the truss around his middle.  He clambered out the window.  With one hand holding him to the window frame, he pushed the window closed.  As he let go of his handhold, and swung out over the chasm between the buildings, Red rushed into Room Two.  The light blinked on.  Troy crashed heavily into the side of the building next to Amber's window.  

 

     "Troy, what happened?" 

     Troy hauled himself up the rope toward the roof.

     "I know--who's--behind--the--assassination."

 

 

 Chapter Twenty-One – Fast Draw, Slow Bullet

 

 

     That same night, Troy drove them to an exclusive, very affluent neighborhood north of the city.  Large, expensive houses bordered the wide, tree-shrouded streets that were home to some of the wealthiest families in Washington.  

 

     Troy turned the car onto Oxford Street.  It was a short stretch of pavement that connected two parallel streets.  There were four houses on each side of Oxford.  A street light in the middle of the block was the only source of light.  Troy slowed the car to a crawl, as he looked for the address of the first house.  Amber peered into the darkness.

 

     "Seven-twenty-eight," she announced.  

     Troy pulled the car to the curb.  He turned off the motor.

 

     "It's the one with the big wall."  He pointed to a Tudor-style mansion that was barely visible behind a veil of tall trees.  An eight-foot wall that paralleled the street for several hundred feet surrounded it.  A short driveway ended at a gate in the middle of the wall.  It was a stout, metal gate, capable of stopping a moving car.

 

     "Maybe you better try Franklin again," Amber suggested.

     Troy picked up the microphone.  "Unit Ten, to dispatch."

     "Go ahead, Unit Ten," a woman's steely voice answered.

     "Is Four Foxtrot in service?"

     Franklin's voice responded.  "This is Four Foxtrot."

     "Be advised that we are at the location," Troy told him.

     "Hold your position--I repeat--hold your position.  Special Ops is en route to your location.  ETA is fifteen minutes."

     "Ten-four," Troy replied.  "Unit Ten, clear."

     "Four Foxtrot, clear."

     Troy tossed the microphone down on the seat.  "He's afraid I'm going to pull a John Wayne," he said.

     "He's not the only one," she snorted.

     They hadn't talked much after Troy told her the name from the CIA computer.  It had seemed to take the wind out of her sails.

     "You think Graham is inside?" she asked.

     "It's a real possibility."

     Troy kept his eyes on the house.  Even though it was late, there was still the chance something might happen.  He glanced at his watch.  It was 1:45 A.M.  They had put in a long day.  

     "It just doesn't add up," Amber mused.

     "You put greed and power together and it adds up."

     A man suddenly appeared on the sidewalk at the far end of the block.  Moving quickly, he hurried a short distance along the eight-foot fence, then scrambled over it into the back yard of the Tudor mansion.  But not before Troy had focused the binoculars on his face.

     "It's Graham," he said.

     "You sure?"

     "Positive."  He put down the binoculars.  They exchanged a brief glance.  "I don't know what he's doing, but it can't be good.  I think we better go in," he continued.

     "Franklin will be pissed."

     Troy shrugged.  "I trust my gut, kid, and it's saying go.  You can stay, if you want."

     Amber opened her door.  "Fat chance".

     Getting out of the car, they checked their pistols, then walked toward the Tudor mansion.

     "I read in the CIA file that Graham can shoot with either hand.  Also, he's some kind of a fast draw expert, so be careful."

     "Now I feel better," she deadpanned.

     They arrived at the fence.  Troy made a cradle out of his locked hands, then boosted Amber over the fence.  She landed with a muffled thud.  Grabbing the top of the wall, Troy pulled himself over.  He landed beside Amber, who was crouched behind a bush, watching the house.  

     It was a surprisingly small yard for the size of the house.  There was a pool, a small flower garden and a strip of lawn, all surrounded by a grove of elm trees.  

     "You see anything?" Troy whispered.

     "No"

     For at least a minute, they silently watched the house.  Every light in the place seemed to be on.  Some of the upstairs window shades were open, and they could see into the rooms beyond.  But no one was visible.  They could see into what appeared to be the family room through a partially open patio door.  

 

     "Let's try the patio," Troy whispered.  He drew his gun.  Amber followed suit.

 

     Staying low, they moved from tree trunk to tree trunk, until they came to the edge of the patio.  Troy slunk across the patio to the open sliding glass door.  Flattening against the wall, he darted a quick look into the room.  He saw no one.  Motioning for Amber to follow him, he ducked into the house.  Taking a few steps from the patio door, he took cover behind a wall.  Amber hurried in and joined him.  They listened for a couple of seconds without hearing anything.  Troy nodded toward a hallway that lead deeper into the house.  Staying six feet apart, they moved into the next room, which turned out to be the den.  It was a long narrow room with doors at both ends.  

 

     The door closest to Amber and Troy was open.  The one at the other end was closed.  Just inside the doorway. Troy stopped at a big, cherry wood desk.  Stacks of papers covered the top of the desk.  Troy holstered his gun, then picked up a stack of papers.  Amber noticed an open wall safe behind a painting that angled away from the wall behind Troy.  Holstering her Smith, she pushed open the safe door.  Looking inside, she whistled softly.

 

     "Damn!" she exclaimed.  She hauled out two thick packs of $100 bills.

     Troy glanced up, saw the money, then held up a stack of papers.

     "These are wire transfers.  Sombody's been moving millions out of some bank in the Bahamas into a bank here."

     "There's gotta be a million bucks in the safe."

     Troy and Amber both heard the other door open.  A man stepped  into the den.  

     It was Mitch Potts.  

     He was shocked to see them.  He was dressed in a robe and house slippers.  Troy and Amber weren't surprised to see him.

     "What in hell are you doing in my house?" Potts demanded.

     "We want to ask you some questions," Troy replied.

     Amber dropped the money onto the desk.  Troy put down the stack of papers, then moved around the desk toward Potts.

     "Are you crazy?  You can't break into the Chief of Staff's house in the middle of the night, and ask him questions.  I'm calling the police."

     "Save it for Geraldo, asshole," Amber said harshly.  "We know about you and Graham."

     "You were his Case Officer in the CIA.  We know he was the shooter.  That puts you right in the middle."

     Troy knew he was bluffing, but he hoped Potts didn't.

     "I always thought you were over-rated, Barclay.  Everyone said you were the best," he sneered.  Without moving his feet, he pushed open the door.  Hart and Fanzo were standing in the doorway.  Both had their guns pointed at Amber and Troy.  Both looked like they had just crawled out of bed.  Neither was wearing shoes.

     Troy knew what was coming.  He tensed.

     "Get your hands up," Hart ordered.

 

     Amber never hesitated.  Her hand streaked for her pistol.  Troy was only a microsecond behind her.  As his hand touched his Beretta, he saw the surprised looks on Fanzo and Hart's faces.  Amber's move had caught them completely off guard.  By the time they reacted, Troy's pistol was nearly on target.  Fanzo fired first.  His bullet caught Amber in the shoulder.  She was knocked down by the impact of the bullet.  Troy opened fire.  His first slug nailed Fanzo in the gut.  He dropped to his knees, then pitched forward onto his face.  

 

Troy's next two rounds bracketed Hart.  Hart panicked.  He slapped the trigger three times.  Only one of his bullets found the mark.  It smashed into Troy's thigh, slamming him to the ground.  Troy's gun skittered away from his hand.  Taking two steps forward, Hart sighted his pistol on Troy.  BLAM!  BLAM!  Amber shot Hart twice in the chest, then fainted.  Hart took a couple of steps backwards, collided with a wall, then slowly collapsed, leaving a bloody streak on the wall. 

 

     Pott's smiled.  He was unscathed.  He saw Troy desperately trying to reach his gun.  Striding across the floor, he bent down and picked up Troy's gun.  He kicked Troy hard in the ribs.

     "You aren't so tough."

     Troy rolled to his knees.  Blood poured out of the hole in his leg.  Potts kicked him again.  Troy sprawled on the floor.  Potts squatted beside him.

     "How does it feel, hotshot?"  He put Troy's pistol against Troy's head.

     "I twitch my finger and your brains are all over the floor."

     Potts prodded Troy who was on the verge of unconsciousness.

     "You know what really makes me happy?  I'm going to get away with it.  After I dump your bodies, I'm home free.  Every witness is dead.  No one can point a finger at me.  It took a while, but my guys even got Graham."

     A voice behind him spoke out.

     "I don't think so."

     Potts looked up.  Graham was standing just inside the door.  He was wearing his pistol holstered on his hip.  Potts didn't move.  He began to shake.  He was in a bad position.  He had a pistol, but it was pressed against Troy's head.

     "Wha--how?"

     "Time to pay the piper, Pottsy.  You owe me a million bucks."

     Potts dropped Troy's pistol.

     He scrambled to his feet.  

     "It's right here, just like I promised.  I'll get it," he said shakily.

     Graham followed Potts as he hurried over to the wall safe.  Graham stopped by the desk.

     "We can work something out," Potts pleaded, "you don't have to kill me."

     "I don't have to--I want to."

     Potts dumped all of the money from the safe onto the desk.  It was an impressive stack.  Potts leaned across the desk.

     "I've got more money, Graham.  I'll pay you another million to let me go."

     Graham pointed at the desk.

     "Very slowly, I want you to get your pistol out of the desk.  Don't make any sudden moves or I'll drop you."

     Reluctantly, Potts opened the top drawer and took out a chrome-plated, 38-caliber revolver.  He held it between his thumb

and forefinger.

     "I'm going to give you more of a chance than you gave me.  Point it at the floor."

     Moving very slowly, Potts griped the pistol in his hand, then pointed it at the floor.

     Graham took three steps backwards.  Fifteen feet separated the two men.

     "When you're ready, bring it up.  I won't draw until it's halfway up."

     Potts was sweating like a pig.  His hand and arm were shaking uncontrollably.

     "Two million--three--name your price--anything you--"

 

     Potts flung up his arm.  True to his word, Graham didn't draw until Potts' arm was halfway up.  But it was irrelevant.  Even though Graham was standing flat-footed with his hands at his side, he still drew and fired before Potts' could shoot.  Graham's bullet hit Potts between the eyes.  Potts was flung backwards against the wall.  He was dead.  Holstering his gun, Graham went to the desk, where he loaded the money into a duffel bag.  Once the money was in the bag, Graham knelt beside Amber.  He checked her wounds, then moved to Troy.  After briefly examining Troy, Graham went back to the desk.  He picked up the phone and dialed a number.

 

     "There's been a shooting at 740 Oxford Street.  Two officers are down."

     He hung up the phone.  He glanced around the room, then picked up the duffel bag.  Sauntering across the floor, he headed for the door.  As he neared it, a loud click stopped him in his tracks.  He knew the sound.  It was the sound of the safety on an automatic pistol clicking off.

 

     "Stop right there, Graham," Troy called softly.

     Graham had the money bag in his left hand.  He knew roughly where Troy was, but Troy definitely had the advantage.

     "I thought you were out cold."

     "I'm hanging on.  You move that right hand and I'll shoot you down like a tied dog," Troy warned.

     Graham slowly started to turn around.

     "Freeze, asshole.  I know all about your fast draw."

     "You're gonna pass out and then I'm outta here."

     Troy laughed.  "The good news is, that if I start to pass out, I'm gonna shoot you first."

     Graham started sweating.  He knew Troy meant it."

     "What's the bad news?"

     "I won't miss."

     Graham was in a bad spot and he knew it.

     "Let's make a deal," he offered.

     "Why, I've got everything I want?"

     "You got the minnows.  You want the shark, we cut a deal."

     "You better talk fast, I think I'm going to pass out."

 

 

 Chapter Twenty-Two – Really, Really Big Shark

 

 

     Two days later, two sedans and a black limousine stopped at the guardhouse at one of the side entrances to the White House grounds.  After obtaining clearance from the guards, the vehicles proceeded to a parking lot near the White House.  It was a clear day with just a touch of humidity in the air.  Troy, Amber and Franklin climbed out of Franklin's gray car.  Troy had a cast on his right leg.  Amber had a sling on her right arm.  Both of them moved awkwardly.  Franklin retrieved a pair of crutches out of the trunk.  Troy clumsily positioned them under his arms.  He was a long way from being comfortable with them.  

 

      Franklin, Troy and Amber waited for the passengers to disembark from the car and the limo.  The first man out of the car was ATF Director, Charles Hamblin.  He was a big man with ruddy cheeks and a shock of white hair.  His companion was Del Perkins, the Attorney General of the United States.  Perkins was a small man with a big head and large ears.  Detractors sometimes called him "Dumbo", after the Disney cartoon elephant.  As Perkins and Hamblin walked toward Franklin's car, a frail, white-haired man stepped out of the limo and joined them.  He used a cane to support his weight.  His name was Carl Matuse.  He was the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court.  The entire group gathered near Franklin's car.  After a brief discussion, Amber and Troy lead the others into the White House.  

 

     Just inside the doorway, the Vice President, David Latham, and the Speaker of the House, Michael Grant, met them.  Latham was a big man who had played pro football for several years before his career was ended by a neck injury.  Capitalizing on his gridiron fame, he had easily made the move into politics.  His blond hair, wide shoulders and narrow hips gave him the all-American look that voters found irresistible.  He had quickly risen through the party ranks.  After serving two terms as a senator, he had been chosen by Robert Raymond as his running mate.   

 

     Grant's portly figure and cherubic features belied the ruthless, cold-blooded politician that he was.  Many people had made the mistake of taking him lightly, and they had paid for it with scuttled bills and delayed votes.  He ran the Floor with an iron hand.  Nothing happened that didn't have his stamp of approval on it.

 

     Their arrival in the White House did not go unnoticed.  A visit by any one of them was not a big deal, but together it could only spell trouble.  

 

     Vice President Latham ushered them through the White House corridors to the Oval Office.  Dozens of silent staffers stopped to watch them pass.  They knew something was happening.

 

     The President was at his desk.  Two members of his staff were handing him documents to sign.  As the government entourage started into the Oval Office, an aide hurried over to intercept them.  They did not have an appointment.  Del Perkins spoke briefly with the aide who blanched, then scuttled away like a wounded rat.  Amber and Troy approached the President's desk.  They waited until he looked up.  Surprise flashed in his eyes, but only for an instant.

 

     "Yes."

     Amber handed him a piece of paper.  He glanced at it.

     "Robert Raymond, we have a warrant for your arrest for the murder of Pamela Raymond.  Please stand up."

     The President slowly rose to his feet.  His aides were aghast.  One of them started for the door.

     "I'll get Mister Slawson," the aide said.  Slawson was the President's personal attorney.

     The President speared the Attorney General with hard eyes.

     "I hope you have all of your ducks in a row," he warned.

     "Mister Potts is dead, sir.  We know what happened," Perkins said simply.

     Troy spoke up.  "You have the right to remain silent.  Anything you say will be used against you in a court of law.  You have the right to an attorney.  If you cannot afford one, one will be appointed for you.  Do you understand your rights?"

     The President nodded.

     "We're not going to use handcuffs, Mister President.  If you will walk with us, our car is parked in the back parking lot," Amber said.

     Walking stiffly erect, the President left the Oval Office.  The Vice President was waiting in the hallway.  He nodded to the President, then entered the Oval Office.  Carl Matuse was right behind him.  Standing just inside the doorway, Matuse held up an aging Bible.  

     "Mister Vice President, please put your left hand on the Bible and raise your right hand."

     The Vice President took the oath of office, then sat down at the President's desk.  The transition of power had been smooth and uninterrupted.

     Word of the President's arrest had spread like wildfire through the White House.  Knots of teary-eyed staffers watched silently as their boss walked the corridors for the last time.

     Near the back entrance, Eric Slawson, the President's counsel, caught up with them.  After conferring briefly with Del Perkins, Slawson spoke privately with the President for about five minutes, then walked with him, as he left the building.

 

     They put the President in the back of Franklin's car.  Troy sat beside him.  Franklin slid behind the wheel.  Amber road shotgun.  The President's Secret Service security detail arrived.  After talking to Del Perkins, the agents got back in their cars and waited.  Franklin backed out of the parking space.  He drove slowly toward the gate.  The two Secret Service security detail vehicles followed directly behind Franklin's car.  

 

     As the procession left the White House grounds, it passed a KVBC news van parked at the curb.  Dick Roth and two camera crews were standing beside the van.  As the procession passed them, the cameramen filmed the President in the rear seat of Franklin's car.  As luck would have it, the President was on the same side as the cameras. 

 

     Five minutes later, KVBC broke the story.  It was the scoop of Dick Roth's lifetime.  Troy had kept his word.

 

     The President was taken to Rollings Air Force Base where he was taken to a maximum security facility that had been specially prepared for his incarceration.  After being fingerprinted and booked, he was fitted in standard prison garb, then taken to a cell in the maximum security wing of the facility.  All of the other inmates had been removed from the cell block and the President was its sole occupant.

 

     When Troy and the others left, the President was sitting on the bunk with his head in his hands.

 

 

 Chapter Twenty-Three – New Hire, Bullets Hurt, Crawford Begs, Hot Chick

 

 

     It was not until the next day, when he was sitting in Franklin's office, that the enormity of what they had done finally hit home to Troy.  Franklin, Troy, Kelso, Clyde and a couple of ATF agents were sitting around Franklin's desk, talking about the investigation that had led to the arrest of the President.  Troy had his bum leg propped up on a chair.  Franklin was puffing on one of his obnoxious cigars.  

 

     Amber was late.  Franklin had asked them to come to his office for a little victory celebration.  Amber had promised to be on time.

     "I don't suppose you know where she is, Troy?" Franklin growled.

     "I talked to her an hour ago and she was on her way," Troy replied.

     The door opened.  Amber stepped into the office.  Only it wasn't the old, dowdy Amber.  It was the new, chic Amber.  She was wearing a black skirt, heels and a black, sexy blouse.  Her hair wasn't in a bun.  It hung down well below her shoulders.    She looked terrific. 

     All of them were stunned, and all of them stared.  They couldn't help it.  She looked so different.  

     "What's the matter, guys, haven't you ever seen a woman before?"

     Crossing the room, she sat down in a chair beside Troy.  Every eye followed her.

     Reaching in his desk, Franklin came up with a cigar.  He tossed it to her.  She caught it with her good hand.  After she bit off the tip, Clyde lit it for her.  She sent a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling.

     "Troy was filling us in on your investigation," Franklin explained.  "He told us why it looked like Adair was being framed and how you got the tip from the KVBC guy about the First Lady's friend being killed.  That was good work."

     "We don't really have all of the pieces put together yet," Troy said.  "We know that Pamela Raymond was a lesbian back when she was in college.  At Berkeley, she had a lover named Alice Fredenhagen.  They had a relationship for several years.  When Pamela decided to go straight and date Robert Raymond, Fredenhagen threatened to tell him that Pamela was gay unless Pamela paid her.  Pamela agreed to pay her, but when Fredenhagen showed up to collect the first payment, Pamela killed her."

     Amber continued the explanation.  "One of Pamela's friends--her name was Heather Allan--saw Pamela dispose of the body.  She dumped it down an old well.  Allan didn't like Fredenhagen, so she never told anyone."

     "Heather Allan was the hooker who was killed the same day as the First Lady, right?" Clyde asked.

     "That's right," Amber answered.  "Years later, Allan was going to get busted for prostitution by a Berkeley detective named Ted Tomlinson.  To keep her ass out of jail, she told him about the murder."

     "Wasn't Tomlinson the asshole who got killed in San Rafael?" Franklin asked.

     "One and the same," Troy said.  Being a good cop, he decided to blackmail the First Lady.  He met with Potts and they worked out a deal.  Tomlinson got a hundred grand up front.  He was to get another million over the next five years."

     "What's the time frame?" Kelso inquired.

     "We don't have an exact date, but it was before the election," Troy stated.

     "Potts couldn't have cut a deal on his own," Amber said.  "According to the tapes Potts made of his conversations with the President, the President was in on it from day one.  Evidently, the President was royally pissed when Potts told him.  When he confronted Pamela, she admitted the murder, but said that if he told anyone, she would implicate him in the killing.  From that point on, the First Lady became pretty unbearable.  She made the President's life sheer hell.  She elevated herself to being his equal.  She made the First Lady's job as important as the President's ."

     "That explains why they didn't get along," Franklin surmised.

     "You remember all of those articles about them living separate lives."

     Franklin's secretary slipped into the room.  She whispered something to Franklin, then left.

     "Crawford's outside.  He wants to talk to Amber," Franklin said smugly.

     "Screw him," Troy growled.

     "The First Lady had the President by the balls," Amber went on.  "He couldn't rein her in without the whole thing blowing up in his face.  The press started saying that the First Lady was running the White House."

     Amber stopped to take a drag on her cigar.

     "The straw that finally broke the camel's back was Tomlinson," Troy told them.  "When the President won the election, Tomlinson told Potts that he wanted a million a year for five years.  Potts went to the President and that was it.  They decided to kill Tomlinson, Allan and the First Lady all at the same time.  Sort of a clean the slate thing.  They set it up to look like Starr was behind it.  Potts had met Adair in the CIA and knew he was connected to Starr."

     Amber continued the story.  "Potts set up the hit with a shooter named Ivan Graham.  Potts had been his Case Officer for jobs Graham did for the CIA.  Only thing was, Graham wasn't just a hired killer.  The only reason he agreed to do the hit was because she had killed Fredenhagen.  I guess Graham felt he was justified in taking out a murderer."

     "A minute ago, you mentioned some tapes.  Where did they come from?" Clyde asked.

     "We found some of them in a safe in Potts' house and more in a safe in his White House office.  He taped every conversation he had with the President.  Some of them are absolutely incriminating."

     "So who killed the Allan woman?" Franklin wanted to know.

     Troy answered him.  "Potts hired two spooks named Fanzo and Hart to kill her and Tomlinson, only Tomlinson didn't cooperate.  He got away--for a while anyway.  Potts also hired a Polish snitch named Prin Rabinski to find a babysitter to watch Graham.  The idea was that after Graham shot the First Lady, the babysitter would kill Graham.  But Graham killed the babysitter and took off.  We think that Potts was going to have Fanzo and Hart kill Rabinski, but Graham saved him the trouble.  Once all of the loose ends were tied up, Fanzo and Hart were going to leave the country."

     Franklin held up his hand.  "Let's find out what Crawford wants."  Franklin pressed his intercom button.

     "Send in agent Crawford."

 

     A very subdued Crawford entered the office.  His arm was in a cast.  Troy could tell he was very nervous.  

     "Make it quick," Franklin snapped.

     "Uhh--I--uhh--a--wanted--to congratulate Barclay and Neilson on their collar.  It was impressive work.  I guess I should have listened to you."  He coughed.  "Amber, the Bureau is very proud of you and they want you back in the office as soon as possible."

     Before she could say anything, Franklin spoke.

     "That won't be possible, Larry, because as of close of business today, she works for me.  I'm sending her and Barclay out to Arizona to do a job for me."

     Crawford nervously cleared his throat.  "Are you sure, Amber?  The Bureau really wants you back."

     "What for, to gas your car and pick up your laundry?  No thanks."

     Crawford wanted to say more, but he saw he wasn't welcome.

     "Uhh--well--if you change your mind, you know the number.  See you around."

     With as much dignity as he could muster, Crawford slunk out of the room.

     "Where is Graham?" Kelso asked.

     "We've traced him to Spain," Troy responded.  "According to a CIA informant, he only stayed there long enough to pick up a new identity.  Once he had that, he was gone.  We're checking to find out his new name, but so far, we've come up empty."

     "It sure seems like we're going to need his testimony if the President decides to fight the charges," Clyde commented.

     "It's a done deal," Amber said.  "The Attorney General played one tape for Raymond's attorney and they agreed to a plea bargain.  Even if they could get the tapes suppressed from the trial, they couldn't stop them from being played.  And I don't think the American people would take kindly to hearing themselves called a bunch of mindless sheep, or the President plotting to kill his wife."

     There was a long moment of silence, while everyone digested the things Troy and Amber had said.

     "I'm not clear on one thing," Franklin said, pointing his cigar at Troy.  "Who was trying to kill you?"

     "We think it was Fanzo and Hart.  Somehow Potts found out that I wasn't buying the Adair frame-up.  Maybe Crawford told him, I don't know.  Potts was afraid people would listen to me, so he decided to whack me."

     The office was quiet.  Franklin took a long pull on his cigar.

     "You know, Chet, with that cigar in your mouth, you look like a movie star," Clyde teased.

     Franklin puffed up his chest.

     "Yeah, which one?"

     "Lassie taking a shit," Clyde whooped.  

     All of them laughed at Clyde's insult.  Even Franklin.

     "Any of you have any more questions?" Franklin asked.

     No one did.

     "What say we adjourn this meeting, and reconvene in half an hour at Moby's," Troy proposed.

     His suggestion was met with great enthusiasm.

     "I'll buy the first round," Franklin announced.

     The meeting broke up.  Everyone got up and headed for the door.  Troy picked up his crutches and positioned them under his arms.  He watched in amazement as the other investigators crowded around Amber as she walked out the door.  Life was full of surprises.

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

 

     Crawford rode down to the lobby in the same elevator with Franklin, Troy and Amber.  Evidently, he had been hanging around the office, trying to get a chance to talk to Amber.  They all ignored him except for the occasional smirk.  Clyde was waiting for them in the lobby.  He was wearing a shit-eating grin that stretched from ear to ear.  Troy knew something was up.  Clyde was up to no good.  

     Crawford bolted away from them.  He hurried outside to where his car was parked in a NO PARKING zone in front of the building.

     Clyde motioned for them to follow him.

     "Come on! Come on!"

     He scurried to a window with a view of the street.  They all lined up beside him.  They saw Crawford wait until traffic cleared, then dash around to the drivers' side door to get in his car.  Only that wasn't what happened.  Crawford grabbed the door handle--yanked open the door--and nearly tore off his arm.  His hand was superglued to the door handle.  Pulling with all of his might, he tried to free his hand.  It was glued tight.  

     Clyde held up a small, empty tube of super glue.

     "My job here is done," he proclaimed.

     "It was you," Troy exclaimed.

     "Guilty as charged," Clyde admitted.

     Franklin shook his head.  "I don't even want to know.  Let's go out a side door." 

     Franklin and Clyde walked together ahead of Amber and Troy.  It was the first time Troy and Amber had been alone since Potts' house.

     "You look great," Troy said quietly.

     "Thanks."

     Amber had to walk slowly to stay with Troy on his crutches.

     "How's the arm?"

     "Good."

     There was an awkwardness between them that hadn't been there before.  Troy tried to think of something to say to ease the tension.  He wondered what had changed.

     "I guess we're going to Arizona," he said.

     "That's what I hear."

     They went a short distance without saying anything.  They exchanged a glance, then quickly looked away.

     "My dad called me.  He wants to patch things up.  I said I'd think about it."

     "I guess having a famous daughter isn't so bad."

     It suddenly dawned on Troy.  He had never thought of Amber as a woman before.  That was what had changed.  She had always been just one of the guys.  Her being a woman had changed everything.

     She stopped near the side door and waited until Franklin and Clyde were out of the building.  Troy waited beside her.  As soon as they were gone, she looked deep in his eyes.

     "Look, Troy, there's something I have to know.  And I don't want any shit about it.  Was that kiss real or just in the line of duty?"

     It was something he had avoided thinking about, something that somehow seemed better left alone.  They were partners.  And partners and romance just didn't mix.  But yet there was something there.  He remembered her soft lips and the intensity of the emotion that had swept through him.

     "It wasn't any big thing," he protested.  "You women always try to make something out of nothing.  It was just a kiss."

     He saw sadness ripple across her face.  She started to turn away--but stopped.

     "Prove it!" she demanded.  "Right now."

     "That's silly," he argued, "it won't prove anything."

     "Then you don't have anything to worry about."

     "Here?"

     "Here."

     He was trapped.  If he didn't kiss her, she would know it had meant something.    He pulled her roughly into his arms.  Their lips met.  He had meant it to be a short kiss, only something happened, something he hadn't counted on.  The next thing he knew, they were locked in a passionate embrace, kissing like two love-starved teenagers.  A second went by--then two--then ten.  Summoning all of his will power, Troy finally broke away.  Shaken, they stood looking at each other.

     "No big thing, huh?" she smirked.

     He took a second to get control of his racing emotions.  He tried to act nonchalant.

     "What, you felt something?" he asked.

     She grinned.  "Nope, didn't feel a thing."

     Turning, she walked toward the door.

     "You did too," he called after her.  "That was the best kiss you ever had."

     She kept walking.

     "Come on, admit it."

     She stopped.

     "Now we're even," she said.  She walked out the door.

 

     Thousands of miles away, on a beach near Rio de Janeiro, Rex Colter lay on his beach towel, watching a well-built, topless woman frolic in the surf.  Picking up a tube of sun block, Rex smeared the clear ointment on his sun-reddened legs.  He didn't want to overdo it.  Better to get a little tan each day, then to burn and peel.  Without taking his eyes off the deeply-tanned beauty, he drank several gulps out of a huge pina colada.  After setting down the drink, he raised his finger.  Instantly, a cabin boy appeared at his side.

 

     "Yes, sir."

     Rex pointed at the woman. "Do you know her?"

     "Yes, sir.  She is the daughter of a guest."

     Rex held up a hundred dollar bill.

     "I want her name and room number--pronto--got it?"

     The one hundred dollar bill disappeared as if it had never been.

     "Yes, sir."

 

     Rex watched the cabin boy run back toward the hotel.  It was amazing what money could buy.  Rex was a lanky man with an ordinary face that never attracted attention.  He liked that.  It was easy for him to fade into a crowd after a job.  His mousy, brown hair was cut short, more for convenience sake than for any fashion consideration.  It was his eyes that people remembered, if they remembered him at all.  They were dark in color, not brown, and not black; two black holes that somehow seemed to absorb everything they saw without giving back so much as a reflection.  

 

     Settling back on his towel, Rex's eyes found the woman.  If all went well, he would be dining with her that very evening.  He closed his eyes, and in a few short moments, he was asleep.
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