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    FOREWORD 

     

    This is a work of fiction. Any semblance to real people and events, in this story, is purely coincidental and characters do not represent any living persons. Any of the unethical, selfish, self-righteous bastards mentioned are fictional and none correspond with corrupt individuals in the present day. This story occurs about twenty-five years in the future and technologies and happenings will seem quaint and obsolete when observed in the future. I think most politicians couldn’t do a better job. They set new standards for government every year. No amount of money is good enough for the jobs they do. We have the best politicians money can buy. Bless their hearts.  

     

    Note – In the story – Robert Thales develops the ability to read thoughts and that is indicated using the convention that follows. If I were to read your thoughts – it might look like this: 

     

    Come on. Is this book worth me spending my valuable time reading? I wonder what it would be like if I suddenly had the ability to read minds?  

     

    Read on and you’ll see what it’s like… 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

    PROLOGUE 

     

    Robert Devane Thales, US ARMY, trained at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri. He took his overseas briefings and was posted to Frankfurt, Germany for further orientation. He received a host of vaccinations during those months in Germany. The beer was great but the vaccinations made him seriously ill. He didn’t know he had received experimental DNA vaccines that were supposed to keep him safe from a series of mutated bacterial and viral threats. He recovered rapidly and served two tours about 40 miles north of Seoul, South Korea at Camp Casey. He was promoted to E5 on his second tour. He continued to get booster updates of the vaccines specifically tailored for his DNA. He was told it was to boost his body’s immune response. 

     

     Thales didn’t realize he was an unwitting participant in a classified Army biodefense program. He wasn’t successfully responding like most others in the program. The Army never acknowledged the program because there had been too many lawsuits in the past. Thales was quietly dropped from the program and allowed to resign with no follow-up after an uninspiring and short career. He didn’t realize that the rogue DNA had physically altered his neurological system. He wouldn’t discover how until a couple of years later. 
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    It wasn’t something you could really lay your finger on, Robert thought. First, the janitor and then the clerk at the grocery …something was odd about the way they had acted. He couldn’t quite pin it down and that bothered him. Robert walked back to the apartment, grocery sacks hung from each and every finger. I must be going nuts. Ever since Susan left, I’ve been moody. That must be it. I’ve got to get a steady girl friend. He dismissed the incidents from his mind and walked home. 

     

    **** 

     

    A week later, he was driving down the busy four-lane interstate on his way to work. The sky was darkening — beginning to tint to orange — and the people were rushing away from their offices to the safety of their suburban homes. Robert was serenely taking it all in when the accident happened. 

     

    A young male in the fast lane had decided that this was the exit he wanted to use. The boy looked at Robert and when he saw a minute opening to his right; swung the wheel sharply. The vehicle careened across the interstate and shot down the exit ramp.  

     

    Damn fool, Robert thought as he stomped the brake. The car driven by the boy flew by in a blur narrowly missing Robert’s car. The car behind Robert was following too close (as is the custom during rush hour). It slammed into Robert’s bumper. The crash jolted Robert out of his reverie. He pulled off to the shoulder of the road and the car that had hit him in the rear jolted over to the shoulder of the road. 

     

    After examining the “slight” damage, swapping licenses and glaring at each other— the businessman that had hit Robert called a traffic car on his cellular phone. Robert routinely explained his actions as the traffic cop rapidly filled out the report. The guy from the following car was pretty angry because his new Audi was marred. Robert wasn’t paying much attention to what the other guy was saying to the cop. Snatches of conversation drifted his way between the blasts of semis rolling by. Robert inspected his bumper for the umpteenth time. Robert couldn’t help hearing part of the harangue. 

     

    “…my own business and …slams on his brakes and I hit him. I wasn’t expecting #$#**…for no reason. That other car appeared out of nowhere… No. I didn’t get the license number,” said the agitated man. The cop finished his report and had them both sign it. 

     

    He told them, “Be careful pulling back into traffic. Here is the complaint number of the report to give to your insurance companies.” 

     

    Robert was more concerned about being late to work than he was about accident and the conversation that would later fuel his fears. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    Officer Robert Thales was going to be late to work …Again. This would be the third time this month. The sergeant would raise hell and suspend him a day this time … another blemish for an already thick personnel file. Robert knew what the file would say: 

     

    Robert DeVane Thales - age 32 - successful street cop (not even that…Robert corrected) - report writing officer. Assigned to answer calls on lawn mower thefts, missing persons and threatening phone calls that couldn’t be phoned in …two years college and a four-year hitch as an M.P. in South Korea …almost all four years on an Army base where the biggest theft was a truckload of outdated MREs (Meals Ready to Eat) …just that or drunks who were trying to use cases of beer to wipe out the fact that they were still in the military …divorced four months now after graduating from the Police Academy. Most marriages last at least ‘til after the officer’s six-month probation period is over. Susan hadn’t even wasted that much time. Robert was still bitter about Susan leaving. 

     

    Not a flattering file and Robert knew the sergeant would do his part to add to it. In this resigned state, Robert entered the roll call room. The sergeant eyed Robert’s awkward six foot, two hundred pound frame as it attempted to ease into the back of the room. The other officers filed out and Robert hoped the sergeant hadn’t noticed his late arrival. Robert chanced a furtive glance across the room. As he prepared to leave with the others, he knew he was caught. The sergeant motioned him to come over. Robert knew what he was in for and got it with both barrels. It wasn’t as if the lecture was harsher than usual — it was the lecture’s total predictability that disturbed Robert. Robert didn’t yet know the significance of this predictability.  

     

    **** 

     

     

    The next night, R.T., as the troops insisted on calling him, was again assigned to the report-writing car. 

     

    Everything was routine and calm until he answered his third call. Robert was assigned to make out a report on a residential burglary in a middle class neighborhood. Robert had looked around, asked the standard questions, and filled out the report. When finished, Robert asked the little man, the complainant, to read the report. The man read the report and became very angry. The old man turned red, shook the notebook at Robert and raised such a commotion that Robert felt obliged to call his sergeant. He didn’t want to call his sergeant but he wanted less for the old man to have a coronary on him. Robert hadn’t done well in emergency medical care classes at the Academy and he almost flunked the CPR (Cardio Pulmonary Resuscitation) section of the test. 

     

    When the sergeant arrived, the old man complained that Robert had not written down the facts right. He said the burglary had smashed out a glass pane in the door, unlocked it and then stolen his television set and a set of sterling silver flatware. The man complained that the report said he left the door unlocked and that only the television set was taken. Robert said he only put down what the man said happened. 

     

    The sergeant inspected the door plus pieces of glass and asked if either the old man or Robert had moved anything. When they both said nothing was moved, the sergeant took the report in hand. He told the little old man the penalty for making a false police report. In no uncertain terms, he berated the ethics of the complainant and finally demanded for the old man to sign the original report, as written, or he’d fill out another report…an arrest report. The man signed and started complaining that — the insurance company wouldn’t pay for a new TV and it wouldn’t hurt anybody to fudge a little. He was still complaining when Robert and the sergeant left.  

     

    As they walked out together, the sergeant turned to Robert. “Good work Thales. You’re getting the hang of this job. I knew it was a put-up job when I saw the conchoidal cracks on the edges of the broken glass with the rock on the inside. No burglar threw a rock through the window. The glass was broken from the inside out. Keep this up and you’ll have your own zone car instead of this report writing detail,” the sergeant said smiling. 

    Robert wasn’t sure he was ready for his own zone car yet. Robert hadn’t noticed where the glass had fallen. Robert rationalized that the old man must have been senile. Conchoidal cracks? The old man wasn’t senile. What the hell were conchoidal cracks and what did they have to do with anything. 

     

    This week is funny, Robert thought. People have been acting strange. Every time some citizen reads my theft report — they act odd. Staring… That’s what it is. They stare at me. That’s what the janitor did when I told him it would be okay to change the air filter in my apartment. The grocery clerk had stared when I told her I didn’t mind her going to get some small denomination bills. He hadn’t thought of the janitor or the clerk in two weeks. Why would they stare? 

    Then all week …the crazy reports. I must be losing my mind. People outraged at my reporting of their thefts. Each time the face value of the goods stolen had been inflated. Every time I put down the value of the merchandise stolen, the complainants would scowl and sometimes, verbally abuse him for writing down amounts that were less than they had told me.  

     

    **** 

    Two days off left him in a more jovial mood since nothing strange happened to sully his relaxation. A weekend where all he did was sleep, eat, drink beer and watch television …nothing to mar a perfect weekend. 

    Tuesday saw him at roll call …on time …at least he would start out right, he thought. The sergeant said hello to him as if he was one of the Prodigals (the officers on this detail that were the image of the progressive, clean-cut street cop ideal). It wasn’t until the end of the shift that the night began to drag and become routine again. 

    Robert acknowledged the call for a missing child report. It was twenty minutes before shift change when Robert finally located the address. Robert parked the patrol car and approached the medium sized brick suburban home.  

    West Meade. Nice neighborhood, Robert thought as he looked up and down the street of neatly trimmed lawns and carefully maintained houses. The kid must be staying with a friend. I hope I don’t have to call a Youth Services officer. It’ll take ‘em an hour to get out this far. They’d skin me if this turns out to be a ‘hummer’. A wild goose chase this close to shift change isn’t going to make me any more popular with the sergeant. God, I love the quiet of these neighborhoods on a night like tonight. The moon was full and the streetlights gave off a lovely pinkish-orange glow. 

    He took a deep breath of the cool, fresh night air, turned around and knocked on the door. A man, about fifty-five and balding, answered the door. Robert introduced himself as Officer Thales and the man answered that he was Ray Spain. Mister Spain ushered Robert into the living room where he introduced his wife Charlotte. The Spain’s expressed concern that their only daughter, Debbie, hadn’t returned home at nine when she was supposed to …they were upset. 

    Robert sat down and prepared to go over the standard questions before beginning his report. 

    “How old is Debbie?” asked Robert. 

    “She’s only thirteen. She’s a good girl and she has never done this before,” Charlotte answered. 

    “Done what?” Robert asked to clarify her answer. 

    “She didn’t come home on time,” Charlotte answered. “She’s a perfect daughter.” 

    …A perfect little bitch…The spoiled little brat… 

    “Excuse me. What did you say Mister Spain?” Robert asked, shocked by the outburst. 

    “I didn’t say anything,” said Mister Spain.  

    I wonder what this asshole knows. He looks like a clumsy oaf but you never know… 

    “I’m not an oaf Mister Spain,” said Robert. 

    Ray Spain began to sweat and fidget in his chair.  

    God damn. This son of a bitch is reading my mind. 

    “What do you mean by that, officer?” Charlotte asked Robert. She was confused and knew her husband Ray was worried about Debbie too. Ray looked terrible. 

    Robert was upset. What’s going on here? This guy is Mister Polite on the outside and yet he’s getting really hinky. It’s like I can hear what’s going on in his head. Everything he almost says. I may be going nuts but this Spain character is even nuttier. Maybe I can push him a little. Mrs. Spain interrupted. 

    “Officer. Debbie was supposed to be at the Taylor’s house down the street but we called and she didn’t come over this evening. Ray has already driven around the neighborhood looking for her,” Charlotte said. 

    “When was the last time you saw your daughter, Mr. Spain?” Robert asked. 

    My step daughter… Ray looked angry. “I took her over to the Taylor’s house after dinner.” 

    “Did you see her go into the Taylor’s house?” Robert asked. 

    “Nah. She got out and headed toward the house. This is a pretty quiet neighborhood,” Ray answered.  

    The little bitch would take off. This guy must have become a cop because he couldn’t do anything else. 

    Robert kept knowing…feeling…hearing what this guy, Ray, was thinking. Robert decided to use this…intuition. 

    “Mr. Spain. Did your step daughter have any problems at home? Did she seem upset or disturbed?” Robert asked. 

    “What do you mean by that? How did you know she was my step daughter? She seemed fine to me,” Ray answered. “Girls that age are always moody.” 

    I bet the little bitch told the cops I was nailing her. This guy came out to get me to confess. 

    “Debbie did seem upset officer,” Mrs. Spain interrupted, not being able to sense the undercurrent between her husband and the officer. “At first I thought she was upset that I got married again. She seemed kind of depressed and shy around Ray.” 

    Shy, my ass…Always leaving the door unlocked when she was taking a shower…Not wearing a bra under her sweaters… It wasn’t that she didn’t like it. I showed her how to do all kind of things. Now this cop …She must have snitched. “We never did nothing. She’s lying. Don’t believe a word of it. She made it all up!” Ray blurted out. 

    “Ray!” Charlotte exclaimed. “I wasn’t lying. Debbie has been upset since we got married.” 

    “I wasn’t saying you were lying Charlotte. Debbie isn’t lost. Don’t you understand? She went to the police. That’s why this guy is here.” Ray yelled. 

    “But Ray. You called the police yourself,” Charlotte told her husband. Suddenly Mrs. Spain paused and looked horrified. “What did Debbie make up, Ray? What didn’t you and Debbie do?” 

    Ray looked like a cornered bull. “The little bitch is lying. We never did anything.” 

    “You bastard. You god damned lecherous bastard. She has been trying to tell me something for weeks. You animal! How could you?” she screamed. 

    Robert was going through a crisis of his own. Unbelievable. I actually read that bastard’s mind. I could hear what he was thinking. Un-fuckin believable, Robert thought in a daze. Robert hadn’t noticed that Spain had gotten up and was shouting at him. 

     

    “Get out of my house! We don’t need you here. Get out of my house!” Ray Spain shouted. Wait ‘til I get my hands on that little bitch. “You can’t prove nothin’. Unless you have a warrant, I’m gonna sue your ass off if you don’t leave.” 

    “Don’t you leave officer? Stay right here. I pay the bills in this house,” Charlotte said standing up too. 

    “I told your ass to get out of here cop! You’ll hear from my lawyer,” Spain explained while pointing his finger at Robert. 

    “I want him arrested. No man is going to molest my daughter and get away with it,” Charlotte said angrily. 

    “Get out. I’m not telling you again…cop.” Ray Spain said through his teeth, jaws clenched. Ignoring his wife, Ray stomped across the room to get closer to Robert, who by this time, had stood up and moved away from the couch. 

    “Look Spain…” Robert said but before he could finish, Ray had lunged for his throat. 

    Robert anticipated his move and knew that the guy was going to try to strangle him. Robert sidestepped, almost casually, and drove a big ham fisted punch into the man’s solar plexus. Ray crumbled up into a heap. Robert jerked the man’s hands behind him while the man was heaving for breath and handcuffed him. 

    Unbelievable, he thought. I can read her thoughts too. 

     

    Sergeant Clifford Washington drove up to the Spain residence right as the unmarked youth services car arrived. Robert had phoned in after Spain’s attack rather than using the radio and the sergeant had been advised. 

    The youth services detective, Ted Calahan, got out of his car and approached the sergeant. 

    “You have an officer here already?” Calahan asked. 

    “One of my men had some trouble while taking a missing child report. The dispatcher gave it to me pretty garbled. My car’s mobile computer terminal hasn’t been right since I had that wreck in July,” Sergeant Washington answered. “What are you doing here Calahan? I haven’t seen you since in-service last year. Did Thales call you too?” 

    “Thales? Oh, the officer inside. Nah. We had a little gal, that had been molested, show up at the precinct station. I had just gotten a warrant for her stepfather when I heard you had a missing child report at the same address. So, here I am,” Calahan added, as they walked toward the Spain residence. 

    Thales came out guiding Ray Spain in handcuffs. Charlotte Spain was following in tears. 

    “What’s the trouble Thales? Why’d you have to arrest this guy?” the sergeant asked. 

    “Spain jumped me,” Thales answered. “It looks like he was having sex with his stepdaughter and that’s why she ran away.” 

    “Did you ask him if he was having sex with his stepdaughter?” the sergeant asked …disturbed that Thales might have used an improper interview procedure that could cause complications in the prosecution of the case. 

    “No sir,” Thales answered. “He just let it slip while I was taking the missing person report. He must have felt pretty guilty to say anything like that,” Thales said with a sly grin. Thales was thinking about the thoughts…the thoughts he had overheard. He was too excited now but he knew he’d do it again. 

    “It’s entrapment!” Spain shouted. “You sent this cop here to trap me. The son of a bitch read my mind. That’s entrapment. I’m not sayin’ nothin’ else ‘til I see my lawyer.” 

    “See Calahan," Sergeant Washington said while indicating Thales. ”Don’t tell me my patrol officers can’t handle any situation.” Washington turned to Thales, “Why didn’t you call me on your mobile computer terminal when you ran into trouble?” 

    “Sarge. Report writing cars don’t get mobile computers and I didn’t get a chance to call. I’d have messaged you if I had had one,” Robert answered. 

    “Well…good work Thales. We’ll see about getting you out of this report writing junk and get you into a tough zone where we can really use you,” the sergeant said as he helped put Ray Spain in the patrol car. Sergeant Clifford Washington had just moved Robert Thales up a couple of notches in his pecking order. 

    As the cars pulled away to booking, Robert remembered the wreck on the interstate. I put on my brakes before I saw any car. I read the other guy’s intention…that’s when I slammed on the brakes. No wonder the guy tailgating me was upset. Robert chuckled to himself as he drove his prisoner to booking. 

    This son of a bitch …I’ll break his jaw when I get these cuffs off. Damn these things hurt …Hate to ask him anything but damn these hurt. 

    Robert heard Ray Spain’s thoughts. As Ray inhaled to ask Robert to loosen the cuffs, Robert spoke up. “Comfortable back there,” Robert said sarcastically. “Let me know if those cuffs are too tight.” I’m sure Debbie wouldn’t want you to bruise your wrists, Robert thought to himself.  

     

    You damn bastard. I won’t ask you for a damn thing, Spain thought and Thales overheard his thoughts – his unvoiced words. 

    “Good,” Robert said sote voce. Robert grinned even bigger. 
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    The nightmares began that evening as Robert was drifting off to sleep. He began to faintly hear conversations, as he lay relaxing in bed. He felt the play of emotions from the minds in the apartments around him. It began with garbled thoughts but these thoughts became louder and clearer. Each thought carried emotion with it and some thoughts were louder than others. The more distant minds were less distinct while the minds next door were very loud, but fragmented. Thought-snatches of conversations and emotion shot through him. It was like walking into a party that was going at full blast and hearing parts of many conversations as you turned around. 

    Robert felt the old man’s fear and loneliness in the apartment below. They never call …I might be dead but they never call, the old man thought. 

    Robert felt the frustrated desire and doubt from the young woman and her companion across the hall.  

    Hope he finishes soon …oh …oh …damn …just when he’s doing something, right. 

    God, I was good …not bad …maybe I ought to invite her out again. 

    The thoughts became clearer and clearer from those around him. Faster and faster, they beat into his mind. Now distorted visions added to the voices and emotions. As he went deeper into sleep, wave after wave of thought…emotions washed over him. Faster and faster until he was submerged — crushed — in a sea of emotions: hate, fear, lust, envy, pity, pride, love, pain, pleasure, sorrow, and anger. It extended in all directions. Robert bolted upright in the bed as the echoes of the scream were dying out. 

    Was I dreaming? Robert thought. He listened to the night sounds around him. There was now only quiet. I was screaming, he thought. I must be losing my mind. What’s happening to me? 

    Robert looked down and saw the sweat on his chest. The cotton sheet over him and covers under him were wet and cold with sweat. Climbing out of bed, he nearly collapsed and had to grab a chair to support his shaky legs. His body hurt and he realized he had had some sort of seizure. His body hurt all over…from a sustained rigor, he thought. He walked over to the dresser, touched on a light and stood staring into the mirror. He knew those voices had been real. He knew! Along with the flashes of thought had come feelings from each individual, a brief ‘feel’ for that person. He knew that the voices wouldn’t go away now and turned his pale, sweating face away from the mirror and glanced apprehensively at the bed. 

    Robert strode purposefully toward the kitchen, opened a cabinet and took out a liter of vodka. Susan hadn’t liked vodka. His ex hadn’t even liked him to have a beer after work. She wouldn’t approve but beer wouldn’t do tonight. He didn’t want approval just now and to hell with her anyway. He poured himself a nice, little glass full; raised it to his image in the mirror; said, “Dup she da,” and choked it down in a gulp. Slightly blur my thinking, Robert thought. That’s all I have to do — suppress my thinking a bit. He waited about ten minutes until he began to feel the effects and went back to bed. Robert relaxed enough to drop off to sleep. The sleep was fitful but there were no voices.  

     

    **** 

    He awoke early, ate breakfast and then dressed to go out. He was determined to either eliminate or control his gift (?). Driving to the nearby mall, he parked and headed for the large bookstore. His intention was to find books describing his ‘talent’ and how other people had used similar talents. 

    The bookstore was large and had a wide selection from which to choose. The section Robert was directed to was labeled the "Occult" which did nothing to allay Robert’s impression that this search would prove a waste of time. Out of hundreds of books, few contained anything but sensationalism or speculation. Most books related fiction or the odd psychic experiences of people. Other books were almost clinical in their approach and described psychic phenomenon in dry probability and statistics or other forms of numerical analysis. Robert was so engrossed in the books that he did not hear the person approach behind him. 

    "May I help you find anything in particular?" asked the woman. 

    Robert turned to see an attractive brunette addressing him. "I’m just looking," Robert said in the conditioned reply common to shoppers throughout the world. 

    Looking pretty intently, I’d say.  

    "If I can be of service, feel free to call," the woman said and then smiled warmly.  

    Doesn’t look like most of the guys who frequent the occult section. 

    Robert felt the woman’s thoughts and emotions. Friendship and pleasant warmth were all her thoughts had cast. He noticed this all in a flash of thought and then turned back to the bookshelves as she turned away. Humm…this stuff is going to take some getting used to. 

    Most of the books were eliminated one by one until he had his choices narrowed down to three books. The books promised to provide some practical explanations of phenomenon dealing with thought and extra sensory perception. One book even seemed to provide some sort of exercises to strengthen talents. The introduction suggested that psychic talents were like other talents and could be sharpened with practice. Robert considered the increase in the number of his experiences as he carried the books to the checkout counter. 

    The pleasant woman who spoke to him earlier was at the counter. She smiled at him as he handed her the books and his debit card. She looked at the books and scrutinized the display as the return scrolled across the panel. She had apparently run an extra query on his card, that most retailers use only on bad credit risks, and she was determined to make small talk. “This book, The Basis of Thought, is one of the best I’ve ever read. Looks like you got the cream of our stock Mister Thales,” she said (obviously remembering his name from the card and display). 

    Robert was pleased she had been so observant. It was a strain for most clerks to even figure out how to operate the dead simple merchandising equipment. Robert said, "I really never read much in this topic before. I generally read history, science or light fiction. I’m pleased you noticed my name." 

    "I pride myself on being observant." I wish he’d ask my name. She handed him a credit voucher to sign and thumbprint. 

    Robert looked at her, smiled and signed the slip. "What’s your name?" Robert asked as he handed her the slip back. "It’s okay. I’m a cop." 

    Instantly dropping into a defensive frame of mind she said, "Janet." Janet Gaines, she thought. It was store policy not to give the employee’s last name to a customer. I should know, I’m the manager, she reasoned too quickly for Robert to catch. Feeling ill at ease because of Robert’s question she decided to put him on the defensive. 

    "I see you’ve been a police officer for several years," she said in an effort to put him off balance …and not the most glowing credit rating I’ve ever seen… "Recent financial changes?" she queried knowing what going from two salaries to one after a divorce does to a credit history. Why did I say that? I’m not married but I’d resent a clerk bringing up personal information to me. At least there isn’t a crowd. 

    Robert straightened and stared at her with a blank expression he used to keep from showing stress to others. Robert had heard what she was thinking and let her stew a few seconds about her statement to him. 

    I’m not going to apologize. He really doesn’t look that much like a cop. Stand there as long as you like, she thought, I’m not going to apologize. She held out the sack with his books. "Thank you sir, come again," she said crisply. 

    "Thank you Miss Gaines. Never apologize for knowing something that someone else doesn’t know." Robert smiled as he turned away. He got a perverse satisfaction by looking over his shoulder as he walked away. Ms. Gaines mouth was hanging slightly open. That is beginning to be a pretty familiar expression around me lately, Robert thought and whistled as he walked back to his car. 

    Robert had read and rejected the information in one book by mid-afternoon. It seemed he had only started the next book when he had to get ready for work. Robert was concerned he had no control over his talent. He was determined on getting better at it. 

     

     

    **** 

    Robert got to work early only to find Sergeant Washington waiting for him. 

    "Glad you came early Thales. I’ve got to get you outta that damn report writing car and into something better," the sergeant said. 

    "Something better?" Robert said with a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. 

    "Sure Thales. You’ll be working as the floating district car in the sixties. Tonight you’ll cover 61, 62, and 63. You’ll back up the regular zone cars or take calls when they’re tied up," the sergeant said with a grin and slapped Robert on the shoulder. 

    "A district car…" Robert said…"in the sixties?" Robert felt like going into shock. The lower sixties were a rough bunch of zones — actually thirty square miles of misery and dirt. Robert was feeling distinctly depressed. He saw his quiet little work routine all but shattered. 

    "Look Thales. Sorry I couldn’t get you your own zone car but there weren’t any slots open," the sergeant said. "Don’t get depressed. Do pretty well and I’m sure I’ll be able to get you your own zone. Switch your gear into the car and use call designation sixty-eight B,“ Washington said. He better do good or he’ll be crippled or dead. Sink or swim out there. “It’s sink or swim out there Thales but I have faith in you," he said, reiterating his thoughts with his words. 

    Robert felt the sergeant’s sincerity and concern for him but it did nothing to relieve his anxiety. After a year of report writing duty, solo patrol in a hot zone wasn’t going to be a picnic. 

    "They sure gave you a rag to drive, R.T.," said a voice from behind him. 

    "Huh," Robert said eloquently as he turned to see who was talking to him. Robert noticed Officer Jerry Grimes had spoken. Grimes was a two year man who worked the sixties. "You’re not in a report writing car anymore," Grimes said, "Keep sharp." 

    Robert looked over Grimes short frame and wondered where Grimes got off warning him. 

    "I’ve driven that old car before and it’s a real rag. Hold your foot on the brake and lightly pump the gas or the engine will die at stops. Key the mike and tap it against the steering wheel before you talk each time. It has a short in it," Grimes said. He won’t last long in the sixties after coming from a report writing car. Wait ‘til he starts tapping that mike …what an imbecile. He’ll fall for it. 

    Robert looked down at the small officer and felt the contempt and pettiness in his thoughts. 

    "Thanks for the information Grimes but stand up when you talk to me," Robert said remembering that Grimes was sensitive about his height. He grinned maliciously at the little man. 

    Robert sensed Grimes surprise and sudden anger at Robert’s remarks. You big ‘muther’ - I ought to smack your chops, Grimes thought. 

    Sensing Grimes thoughts, Robert stepped closer and straightened his tall frame to look down at the little officer. Grimes grimaced but held his ground. 

    "Hope you and Kzmanski can help me get familiar with your area. You two know it better than the other two details," Robert said suddenly defusing Grimes hostility. Robert sensed Grimes relief and sudden attitude change. 

    "Maybe you’ll do okay. We’ll be there if you need us, Thales," Grimes said. Maybe he’ll do okay. I never realized how big he is ‘til he stepped close. 

    "Thanks Grimes. Hey. Do me a favor. Pass the word to the officers in the lower sixties to help me out this first week. Once I get the streets down and learn the ‘scroats’ around the zones…I’ll be all right," Robert said sincerely. 

    "Sure R.T. The sergeant picks up the mail over at that old Rescue Mission store off Lafayette Street about an hour before our shift change. See ya," Grimes said. 

    The officers on the detail, quietly, noticed Robert’s change of status. Several came up and congratulated him on his move. It took thirty minutes after roll call to get his gear transferred to his "new" car. He keyed into service and headed for his first taste of solo patrol in a real zone. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

    [bookmark: _Toc282781816][bookmark: _Toc282861045][bookmark: _Toc282862112][bookmark: _Toc283478812][bookmark: _Toc289881703]CHAPTER 3 

    The houses and people in the sixties were what one would expect in a high crime area. Lots of old people in subsidized housing, lots of one parent families, immigrants, lots of unemployment and no way to get away from the criminal elements that preyed upon these people. Old people were forced to stay in their homes, afraid to go out. Families were torn apart as the youngsters were sucked into drugs and street crime. Most the people weren’t bad, Robert was thinking as he looked for an intact street sign to compare to the Global Positioning System Map on the display in his car.  

    The hostile faces of the street youth told him that community oriented policing was not working in this area. It was a tough sell in the best of conditions and it was doubly hard where there was lots of unemployment and transients. Robert didn’t feel the words…the thoughts never really came through here. It was more an unreasoning hatred he would feel directed toward him when his car came into view. As luck would have it and true to form, his first call was a disorderly person call. He got there in time to back up sixty-three; Grimes and his partner Kzmanski. 

    The place was a two story housing development. The architects never envisioned so many people in their design nor so much filth and abuse. This area stank from spilled garbage and urine. Everyone was out to see the show. The cops always were the best show in town during hot weather. The first car had parked close to the address and as Robert pulled in he felt the press of minds around him. No passionate hate for the police in this crowd…that’s good, Robert thought. Curiosity and blood lust described it better than anything else. Robert put his laptop in the trunk, locked the doors and adjusted his belt. He made his way through the crowd to the apartment. The crowd parted in front of him quietly as he moved closer to the sounds of screaming and glass breaking. Though there wasn’t any letter or number designation on any building in sight, Robert had no trouble making his way to the apartment with the disturbance. 

    Robert got to the apartment’s open door in time to see Grimes and Kzmanski having some luck separating the middle-aged man and woman. Outrage and hurt radiated from the couple but it seemed Grimes was doing pretty well in calming them down. At least the two weren’t throwing anything or hitting each other. Grimes showed good sense by talking calmly. Kzmanski turned his head toward the door with only a nod of recognition to Robert. Suddenly a thought hit Robert. A picture of a sofa and a knife flashed into his mind. The man was going to stab his wife. 

    Grimes, was moving the woman toward the kitchen. The man lunged toward the sofa. If Robert hadn’t been prepared, he never would have gotten there in time. As it was, Robert grabbed the man’s right wrist just as it was coming out from under the cushion with the knife. Robert soundly hit the right side of the man’s neck with the back of his left wrist and the man dropped to his knees on the floor. The knife fell with a clatter in the hushed room. 

    Grimes turned around staring wide eyed at Robert and the knife on the floor. Robert proceeded to handcuff the now sobbing man. 

    "Damn. You move fast Thales," Grimes said. "…You have the instinct all right." 

    "Yeah. Instinct…" Robert said and took the handcuffed man and evidence through the clamor of the crowd outside. Robert felt the push of their emotions threatening to shatter his clamped-jaw resolve. 

    Booking took half the night because the network was down and the magistrate wouldn’t issue an aggravated assault warrant against the man. Obviously, the magistrate was a throwback who didn’t believe in the mandatory arrest language in the domestic violence statute. The magistrate kept asking what was keeping Officer Grimes and Kzmanski and if they had been legally in the apartment. They were late meeting him at booking because someone in the crowd had slashed the patrol car’s tires and wouldn’t let the tire truck in to change the tires. It took two hours ‘til they could get to booking and help Robert sort out the mess. Robert kept catching glimpses of thought from the judge and the thoughts did not raise magistrates any in Robert’s esteem. The judge kept thinking how stupid cops were and it was an election year and how long would he have to endure, before he could get back to a beer and baseball game he was going to watch …ad nauseum. Robert felt better when he headed back to his zones.  

     

    **** 

    Being hungry is no way to be, Robert thought. As the saying went with food or rain —the first time is god’s fault; the next time is your fault. He started looking for a clean and not too sleazy hamburger chain restaurant. In the sixties zones, that was a contradiction in terms, he thought as he drove through the littered streets. He drove ten minutes before deciding on a drive-thru window at a reasonably well kept McDonalds. He waited at the banged up outside speaker for a couple of minutes. When there was no response, he figured the intercom was broken so he’d have to go in. He parked near the rear and checked out to eat. He had already pushed open the side glass door and stepped inside before he noticed the young male black had a gun pointed at the counter girl. Everything seemed to happen at once. 

    The robber swung the pistol at Robert as Robert drew his pistol and fired twice. Robert’s first shot hit the man in his lower left side while his second hit the man’s right shoulder area. The man crumpled up and fell forward.  

    Behind you! The thought slammed into Robert’s mind. Damn heat! — Seared the second thought. Robert fell to the floor and rolled. As he fell, the blast of a shotgun deafened and nearly blinded him. With hardly more than an outline for a target, Robert fired three rapid shots with his .40 caliber Glock. The man dropped straight to the floor and lay there unmoving. 

    Someone started screaming but he hardly noticed it for the ringing in his right ear. He pushed himself off the floor with the gun toward the second man and stumbled back to where the man had fallen. The second man lay on his back with eyes wide open. Robert knew he was dead because one of his shots had entered just below the jaw and exited, leaving a sizable hole, above the right ear. 

    Remembering the first man — Robert swung around and, gun forward, approached the downed man. Robert stepped on the hand that still clutched the small automatic. Robert pried the fingers away from the gun, flipped the safety on and stuck it down in his back pocket. Robert automatically checked the man’s carotid pulse and pupils. This one was still alive but going into shock but Robert wasn’t feeling much like a paramedic at the moment. 

    Robert suddenly looked up and scanned the room to make sure there weren’t any more robbers - a little late if there had been anyone else. The screaming had stopped and there was only sobbing sounds coming through the ringing in Robert’s ears. He holstered and saw the faces of customers beginning to stick their heads out of the eating area. 

    He swallowed. "It’s all right folks. You can come out now but don’t touch anything and don’t leave please," Robert said as confidently as possible and turned toward the sobbing sounds behind the counter. Leaning over the counter, he saw four people huddled on the floor. Two were young female employees in uniform, one was a young male employee in uniform and the fourth must have been the manager, because he was a middle-aged man in a white shirt and tie wearing a name tag. The counter girl that Robert had seen when he came in had evidently been hit in the neck by the shotgun blast that had narrowly missed him. She was taking it pretty well and had her hand pressed over the wound. The other girl was the one doing the sobbing. The young male didn’t know what to do and just sat there hunched forward. Robert grabbed a sheaf of paper napkins and handed them to the girl. 

    "Put these over the wound and then press like you did before," he told her compassionately even though he saw the wound was superficial. "You’ll be fine…just bleeds a lot." 

    Thank you, she thought with her eyes turned up to him though she never said anything. 

    Robert radioed for an ambulance and told the dispatcher a brief sketch of the situation while letting them know he would call on a land line. He then turned to the manager. "Stay by the doors if you would and don’t let anyone in unless they’re paramedics or police. Is that an outside phone line?" Robert asked pointing to a wall phone. 

    "Yes," answered the manager as he recovered enough to walk to the door. 

    Robert called the police dispatcher and asked for his sergeant, backup, identification, a homicide detective, the police chaplain and whoever else regularly comes out to these things as per regulations. He didn’t remember everyone he was supposed to call but he figured it’d be a bunch. After he hung up he walked back to the wounded robber. A female, evidently a customer, with a preteen girl in tow came up to Robert.  

    "I saw everything," she said. You looked wonderful coming in when you did but I thought they would shoot us all. "I wanted to warn you about that man with the shotgun but I was too afraid he’s shoot me or Cindy if I yelled. I don’t know how you saw him in time. I thought he’d shot you in the back when you fell but you sure fooled me. How did you know he was behind you?" she asked suddenly. 

    Robert didn’t think it was wise to tell her that she had warned him with E.S.P. or the like so he lied. "Modus operandi ma’am. These fellows usually work in pairs," Robert improvised. 

    "Oh," she said…but that still doesn’t explain how you knew, she thought. 

    Robert was saved further explanation by the arrival of the ambulance, a zone car and a television "Insta-Cam" truck. One paramedic came through the door while the other one looked around for a split second. 

    "He’s dead," Robert pointed to the shotgun man. "Two hurt over here. The one on the floor is in shock; he took two hits. The girl got hit by a couple of that guy’s shotgun pellets. No arterial bleeding and she’s handling it pretty well for now. I’d appreciate a trauma dressing for her." 

    The second paramedic handed him a packet out of his kit and then rushed out to help with the door as his partner came in with a wheeled gurney and some plasma drip bags. A third paramedic came in and checked the pulse and eye dilation of the robber who had used the shotgun. He appeared to write the shotgun man off but then slipped some type of rubber suit on the robber who was still alive. The other two paramedics put an oxygen mask over the robber Robert had shot first. They started a drip into his arm and wheeled him out the door. The manager held it open for them. A fourth EMT from a fire engine came in and started helping the girl. 

    Grimes and Kzmanski were next through the door. 

    "Hey R.T., you’re a fine one. How about letting some of the other guys fight a little crime too?" Grimes said grinning. “I know you want to save the department some court costs but why don’t you just call a back-up next time?" 

    "I just walked in on it. I didn’t have time to call anybody until everything was over," Robert said.  

    I didn’t think you had it in you. Of all the people to get involved in a shoot-out, who’d ever think that a big oaf like Thales would come out on top. Robert sensed the thoughts coming from Kzmanski. There’s more to you than meets the eye, Kzmanski thought. 

    Grimes noticed Robert staring at Kzmanski. “Oh…don’t mind him R.T. He’s the strong, silent type — never talks much…while I, on the other hand, do enough talking for both of us,” Grimes said. "Hey partner. Let’s get those media types away from those witnesses. Here comes the detective anyway," Grimes said and hurried off. 

    The homicide detective strode in and looked around a minute before saying anything. Robert looked over the stocky man as the man was appraising the situation. Robert noted the worn shoes that didn’t match the cheap polyester suit. The man’s close-cropped hair made him look more like an escapee from a mental institution than a detective.  

    "You do the shooting?" the detective asked. 

    "Yes sir. I’m Officer Thales," Robert said and gave him the small automatic pistol he had taken out of the first subject’s hands. 

    The man looked back toward the dead man still lying uncovered on the floor. "I saw your nametag Thales. Why don’t you tell me your side of the story?" he said frostily. Why do I get all the big, dumb ones? 

    "Instead of telling you my side of the story — I’ll just tell you what happened and you can interpret that into any story you wish," Robert said formally while feeling the anger rise in him toward the man. "I don’t even know your name." 

    "Reis. Detective John Reis. Don’t get hot with me Thales. You’re the one on the spot." Next, he’ll be asking me whose team I’m on anyway. 

    Robert was just about to say that very thing and bit off his words even as the man interrupted. 

    "Just tell me what happened," Reis said. We’ll see how you screwed up, Reis thought. 

    "Fine," Robert said and detailed the events as the detective occasionally jotted down a few notes. 

    "If that’s it Thales…I’ve only got a few more questions. Who fired first? Did you announce to them to throw down their weapons?” Reis asked. 

    Robert answered again as he had when he first described the situation. 

    "You didn’t give them much of a chance," Reis said. Hope this boy can stand the strain. Giving him a taste of the reaction from the blacks may help. "By the way Thales…" Reis continued. 

    "Huh…" Robert said — confused by the rush of thoughts around him. 

    "How did you know about that second robber?" Reis let the question hang in the air a bit. "…He wasn’t in your line of sight." 

    "I don’t really know. Intuition I guess…” Robert said using a half truth. 

    "You’re lucky Thales… …lucky I’m not tryin’ to find out who blew you away…and it’s gonna get tougher before it gets any better." 

    "What do you mean?" Robert asked while guessing the implications. 

    "Look. You shot two blacks. Kids… …you’re white. Some folks are gonna say you shot them in cold blood. I know you were outgunned and you were just…lucky…but they don’t. You know what happens now?" Reis asked and Robert could feel his empathy. 

    "No. Not all of it." 

    "Well. First — you’ll fill out your supplements and a use of force report — right now, before you talk to anyone else. Then, you’ll need to record a statement at headquarters. Your sergeant and the patrol commander will be there, or nearby, for that one. Early this morning you’ll have to go over to the State lab and fire some test rounds. You’ll be on admin leave with pay where you’ll have to see the SS," Reis said enjoying the horrendous images he was drawing with his words. 

    "SS?" Robert felt abandoned. 

    "Support Services…they’re not really that bad. They’ll talk you through it. You’ll get the heebie-jeebies when you start running out of adrenaline in a few hours. Been there, done that myself," Reis said. Wonder if this one will quit… ‘bout half the new guys quit when they have to kill someone.  

    "‘Preciate that. How long will I be on administrative leave?" Robert asked, already feeling the pounding in his ears that let him know he was still going on adrenaline. 

    "How should I know?" snapped Reis, obviously having hit a nerve. With the political situation like it is you’ll be lucky they don’t fry you. 

    "What political situation?" Robert replied before he realized that he was responding to Reis’ thoughts and not his words. 

    "The mayoral race of course. Hey! Why did you say that?" Reis said irritated. "I didn’t mention politics." 

    "Oh. I was just trying to find out if the fact that we’re about to elect an African-American mayor is going to affect my reinstatement," Robert said backpedaling to cover his error. 

    "Hum-m. You go down there and get those reports filled out and leave the politics to the politicians." I’m gonna remember you Thales. You’re more than you seem. Yep. More. 

    Robert heard the unspoken words and left without preamble.  

     

    **** 

     

    Training was all that kept him going the next ten hours. The seemingly endless reports and statements consumed his attention. The envious questions from desk bound administrative types made him relive the experience over and over. The reaction really started to set in when he got his personal car to drive home. His teeth began to chatter and his body began to tremble. His body was cold and he turned up the heater when his whole body began to shake. He had to pull over to the shoulder of the road. Several minutes of forced slow, deep breathing - out very slowly — made his body begin to respond normally. Now he was sweating and hot as he finally pulled into the apartment parking lot. He felt no pain or excitement - only bone crushing weariness. He collapsed on his bed but ten hours later, he was still not asleep. He realized he might have dropped off for a few minutes but it hadn’t helped. 

    Standing in front of the bathroom mirror did nothing to improve his mood. A haggard, pale face stared back at him with dark circles under his red rimmed eyes. "Damn. Officer to homeless person in one day," he said to no one in particular and laughed at his bleak appearance. 

    He removed his beginning of a beard and brushed his teeth. Now that his mouth no longer tasted like he had washed his socks in it — he took a long, steamy shower. Somewhat refreshed he microwaved some bacon, cooked some eggs of questionable date and made some toast. He looked at the eggs - decided discretion was the better part of valor and tossed them down the disposal. Better to be hungry than hospitalized with food poisoning. He also opted for orange juice rather than coffee since he didn’t want any caffeine even though he craved a pot. 

    After eating, he began to feel tense — as if he had forgotten to do something! Looking out the window and checking his watch showed that it was already late afternoon. He had little to do since he was on administrative leave. Feeling uneasy but tired he decided to try to sleep again before watching the evening news. The two hours of sleep was neither restful nor sound. 
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    Robert woke with a start — realizing he had been hearing the torrents of voices again. He didn’t awake rested but he did wake resolved. He had discovered what had been bothering him. He had decided to perfect his talents. 

    I need to get a handle on these perceptions before they drive me nut, he thought. I am going to need help. I’m not going to Susan for anything, he thought about his ex-wife with disdain. She’d just be sarcastic and I sure don’t need that again. I need someone sympathetic. 

    Robert rejected a score of half-friends, associates and distant relatives before he came up with a possibility. Hurriedly he changed shirts and slacks. Combing his hair, he inspected his reflection. Fashionable, sturdy, and confident - he thought to himself. He left the apartment feeling better —-conscious for the first time in a long while. 

    He drove without thinking — buried in his own thoughts — his own anticipation. 

    Arriving at the shopping center, he hurried to the bookstore where he hoped to make a new ally. 

    Janet. Janet Gaines. That was her name, he thought. I wonder if she’ll remember me. This is stupid; he thought as he walked past the many shops…I’m like a school kid with a crush. She’s probably dating some doctor or nerd. I didn’t get the impression she was attached though I wonder where we could go tonight. Wonder if she’ll go out with me tonight. Hell. Wonder if she’ll even talk to me is more likely. This is stupid. 

    He walked into the bookstore and stood looking for Janet when a young male approached him. 

    "Can I help you sir?" asked the clerk with a note of disinterest. 

    "Yes," Robert answered. "I’m looking for Janet Gaines." 

    Damn…always somebody looking for Janet. I’ve been trying to get her to go out with me for weeks and somebody’s always trying to cut into my action. “She’s not here right now. Can I help you with something?” the clerk said frostily. 

    Robert was crushed. He hadn’t expected the obvious — the fact that she might not be working today. He decided not to give up however. He’d find her in spite of this clown. 

    “May I leave her a message for you?” the clerk asked when Robert didn’t reply to his first question.  

    Give me a message so I can have the pleasure of throwing it away when you get out of sight, he thought at Robert. 

    Robert was a little taken aback by the vehement jealousy emanating from this man who looked like a two-bit male model. “You said she wasn’t here. Do you know where she is at the moment?” Robert asked. 

    If he thinks I’m going to tell him that she is eating dinner at the mall food court, he’s crazy.  

    “I’m sorry sir. I don’t know where she is. Maybe you can catch her here tomorrow,” he said. That would be a cute trick since she’s off tomorrow. I want to see your face when you find out she’s off work. 

    “Thanks for the information,” Robert said, biting back a caustic reply as he walked off.  

     

    **** 

    Robert marched down a row of shops and entered the mall food court. It wasn’t long before he saw Janet sitting at a small, corner table. He stepped over to her table. 

    “Hello,” he said. “I’m not sure if you remember me?” 

    Looking up from a book she said, “Oh yes. You were in the store a day of two ago.” 

    I don’t remember your name but I do remember you for something, she thought. 

    “My name is Robert Thales. I’m a cop — maybe you remember now.” Robert said looking at her silken black hair. 

    Well. You’re certainly straightforward. “Yes. I remember. Are you here on official business?”  

    Wonder, how you get off stalking me? Janet thought questioningly. 

    “Hardly,” Robert chuckled. “I just thought I’d come over and talk for a while. May I join you?” 

    “I’m not supposed to fraternize with customers,” she answered. It’s my rule and I never break my own rules. 

    “I’ll never buy another book again. Now…may I sit down,” he said with boyish grin. 

    “Yes. You might as well.” She smiled. “You’d let my tea get cold if you kept standing there anyway.”  

    You are kind of pleasant looking and not a bore like some of the guys I know, she thought about the clerk at her store. 

    As Robert sat down, he continued to catch her thoughts. Well. Rules are made to be broken anyway. “What brings you here?” Janet asked. 

    “I was looking for you,” Robert answered feeling the sudden instinctual tension…apprehension from Janet. 

    “Look. I don’t know you at all,” Janet said suspiciously. “How did you find me?” 

    “I just asked the clerk at the bookstore. I really don’t get around much. I thought I’d come over here and ask you out to dinner and an early movie tomorrow,” Robert said awkwardly.  

    “I’m not sure I could get off work tomorrow night anyway, Janet said.  

    I really shouldn’t go out but you are kinda nice. 

    “I’m off the next few days, so anytime that’s convenient for you is okay with me.” He hesitated. “I figured we’d both feel a lot more comfortable knowing something about each other before we should commit to a movie.” 

    “I’m not sure I could even get off work tomorrow night but thank you anyway. I’m flattered,” she said.  

    I’m tempted in spite of all my caution. If you asked me to the afternoon symphony concert in the park, I probably would have said yes…too bad. 

    “It isn’t much notice is it? …Chance you’d like to go to the park tomorrow instead? They’re having a concert I think,” Robert said while Janet’s mouth dropped open in mid-sip of her tea. “We could even go out to an early, early dinner at the Japanese steakhouse next to the park when it opens at five if you had time.” 

    Janet was shocked but pleased. “I’d like to go to the concert very much.” If the concert is a bust, I can say I need to go in to work. Damn. I’ve forgotten his name. How can I ask him his name again? Janet began to blush with embarrassment. 

    “That would be great,” Robert said. “Please call me R.T. Some of my friends call me Robert…some just call me by my last name — Thales — say ‘sales’ with a lisp and you’ve got it. So you won’t feel you’re going out with a complete stranger — let me tell you a little about myself. Do you have time to talk?’ 

    “Go ahead. I’ve got a couple of minutes.”  

    Chuck is going to be hot for leaving him for a long meal break but…what the hay…I am the manager. Serves him right for telling where I was…even though it kinda worked out after all. Janet smiled in spite of her cold tea. 

    Robert gave her a little background about his life. When she would think of a question he would start thinking about how to phrase his answers. 

    I can’t believe I feel so comfortable with you. This is weird. I am already looking forward to the concert tomorrow. Janet smiled again. …and I love Japanese steakhouses.  

     

    **** 

     

    Robert left the food court feeling great. His new intuition had really helped. Whenever Janet was going to ask a question, he already had an answer worked out. It was amazing how a few moments of thought could improve a conversation. He really felt good about himself. Tomorrow evening was going to be great. 

    As he opened the car door, he realized he must have left it unlocked. Looking inside he realized that someone had noticed his unlocked door before he did. Food scraps and beer had been dumped all over the interior of his car. He swore and then did a quick scan of the parking lot hoping to see his culprit. When he saw no one he leaned back into his car hoping to find a letter or advertisement with a name or address on it.  

    Damn. Somebody went to a lot of trouble to keep mail out of this trash. They didn’t even stick around to watch…odd not to stay around to laugh at the victim. I’ll just have to be more careful, Robert thought as he finished cleaning out his car. Damn! What a smell! He draped an old towel over his seat so his clothes wouldn’t pick up the beer smell. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    He felt odd on the drive back to his apartment. Maybe I’m just trying to shrug off the pressure from yesterday, he thought. He took a few deep breaths and let them out slow in an effort to relax. He picked up his evening paper and mail from in front of his apartment. Marching up the stairs he began to get more and more tense. 

    Damn! What’s the matter with me? Robert looked down at his hands and they were shaking. Must be reaction setting in from yesterday — like combat fatigue, he thought. God. This is ridiculous. By the time he took the second flight of stairs, he was hyperventilating and had to stop. Some slow breathing helped him go on. He was more in control of himself by the time he reached his apartment. 

    Standing well to the doorknob side of the door, he unlocked the door while taking his pistol out of his waistband. He shoved open the door and let it hit against the stop. Crouching down, he sidestepped through the doorway with gun forward. In two steps he was inside the room and had looped around with his back to the inside wall. There was plenty of light coming from the hall so he could see his whole living room. 

    Lamps were turned over. Books were ripped apart and scattered over the floor. The couch and easy chair were slashed with their stuffing thrown around the room. Pictures were broken and lay on the floor near where they had been hung. Robert carefully moved from room to room to make sure that any intruder had left. He became more troubled until he found his little Glock 27 he had stuck down in some boots when he wasn’t carrying it off duty. The .40 caliber semi-automatic held ten rounds and it was his, unlike its larger brother, the 15 round Glock 22 that the department issued and he gratefully returned back to his waistband. Somehow, finding that the people who had trashed his place had missed his gun, made it seem a little easier to take. 

    He went back and locked his front door after examining the lock. The trash in the car was no coincidence. Whoever had gotten in must have used a key or picked the lock. Nothing seemed to be missing. Why would somebody go to all this trouble and wreck his apartment? I wonder if the neighbors heard anything? That’s it! Damn! Why didn’t I see that before? 

    Robert walked through his apartment again very quickly to confirm his suspicions. Look at all this…vandalized…but done quietly…books torn and placed on the floor. Lamps gently set on their sides with cords cut…cans punctured in the cabinets. Syrup and flour poured over the whole kitchen…Pictures broken between pillows…No sound. They didn’t want to warn the neighbors. Why go to all this trouble? Why now? Why me? Must be related to that shooting. 

    I ought to report it. Maybe I should call the dispatcher and tell them to send over I.D. for prints. Nah. They would have worn gloves and I didn’t see any shoe prints. Call…call? Robert rushed over and picked up the phone. Sure enough, a steady dial tone assailed his ears. Why cut all the lamp cords and leave the landline? Robert pushed the button that called the police dispatcher and almost as rapidly…pushed to hang up. He put down the receiver. If they left the phone intact… they still want it to function. 

    He walked into the kitchen and with some semblance of purpose began to fix himself a late supper. He found a sole, unmolested beer can on the bottom shelf of his refrigerator and opened an undisturbed can of soup. He sat down with the soup, plus some bread he found, and sat down on the floor next to his television. The cable connection was attached though the wall base had ripped from the wall. He munched on his bread, sipped his beer and spliced the cut power cord with a small pocket knife/nail file he had had in his pocket. He had just finished splicing the television cord when the phone rang. The sound startled him in the quiet apartment. He made his way under the lone ceiling light and picked up the phone. 

    “Hello,” Robert said after a pregnant pause where he could listen for background noises. 

    “You are gonna die… …you honky muther,” said a deep voice of, apparently, a black male. 

    Robert waited again and started to speak after failing to hear any background noises. A wave of hate and disgust seemed to hit him all at once and his voice was not as calm as he spoke, “What’s the deal, dickhead? ‘Fraid to come face to face,” Robert said. 

    The reply was slow in coming and the hate was still a tangible force. “Read the paper honky,” said the voice and then there was a soft click as the caller apparently gently hung up. 

    The hate, which had so recently stuck Robert’s senses, had ended abruptly with the end of the call. It was if someone had cut off a switch. The relief was like a weight taken off his shoulders. Read the paper, Robert thought. Wonder if focusing on someone through a telephone connection could trigger my talent he thought as he went to retrieve his evening paper. 

    Robert moved under the good ceiling light and sat against the wall to read the paper. 

    Robert saw it immediately on page one in bold, big type… 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

     

     

    POLICE GUN DOWN TEENS DURING HOLDUP 

    A white 32 year old police officer, Robert Thales, shot and killed two Afro-American teens at the McDonalds® restaurant on South 19th Street. The two young men were purportedly attempting to rob the restaurant when they were surprised in the act by Officer Thales. Witnesses state that Officer Thales entered the store and began firing. A female employee was slightly wounded in the incident. It has not been determined whether the police or the suspects’ gunfire injured the employee. Witnesses also state that the officer never gave verbal warnings to the suspects, did not give them aid after they were shot and was reluctant to call an ambulance. 

    Dead are James Leroy Johnson, 18, and Theodore Williams Jr., 19. Johnson was pronounced dead at the scene and Williams died early this morning while undergoing treatment for his injuries. Johnson was shot in the head, neck and chest. Williams died from massive bleeding from a bullet in his lower side. Both young men had been honor roll students at Abrahms Comprehensive High School and are freshmen at Tennessee State University. 

    Officer Robert Thales, a three-year veteran of the force and former MP could not be reached for comment. Thales has been placed on administrative leave with pay until a formal investigation of the incident has been completed. Police officials (see related story on page 1B) state that officers are not required to identify themselves if they are in full uniform. Officials further stated, that SWAT is not always called when time does not permit deployment. Personnel records show Officer Thales had only recently been transferred to a field patrol position after serving two years as an officer who took reports. 
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    Robert was shocked. He hadn’t realized the man with the pistol had been hurt so badly. Thinking back on the incident, the man hadn’t appeared so badly hurt. Certainly, he shouldn’t have died after getting help as quickly as he did. Even a .40 caliber Ranger™ round shouldn’t have killed the kid. Something was wrong about this whole deal. It wasn’t the phone call. That type stuff was typical after a shooting. Information was sketchy these days with few reporters. It was the way the story was written out of sequence from normal. Robert recognized the tip of the iceberg this story represented. The media wasn’t going to let this story drop easily. There was some readership/viewer mileage to get out of this…maybe some politics involved with a mayoral race coming up soon. Robert called the dispatcher to report the vandalism. He started splicing his television and lamp cords to keep his mind off this crap…these events. 

    Robert had just turned on the television when a knock on the door brought him bolting to his feet. He slapped off the light and with gun in hand —- snapped off the other light he had just repaired. 

    “Who is it?” Robert said as he rapidly blinked his eyes to get them to adjust to the darkness. 

    “R.T.? It’s Jeff Grimes. Hey. Open up. Will ya?” Grimes said. 

    Robert unlocked and opened the door. 

    “Hey R.T. I didn’t mean to shake you up. One of the gals in Communications, a dear personal friend, called me to say there had been a hang-up call from here.” 

    “Jeff. I appreciate you being here but do you know how far out of your beat area you are?” Robert said. 

    “Well. The city is just getting a little extra coverage tonight in this area is all. Hey. Are you okay?” Grimes asked and looked into the darkened living room. “Jeez. Someone really tore your place up.” 

    “Look Jeff. I’ll be fine. This is just some dude who wants to show how he feels about cops. I’ll keep my portable charged and with me and keep it up here. If anything happens…I’ll give you a call. I’ll be okay, Robert said trying to reassure the young officer. 

    “You sure?” Jeff asked. 

    “Sure. I got Ole’ faithful here,” Robert said indicating his pistol. “Remember I can shoot.” 

    “Hell yes,” Grimes said grinning. “You sure as hell can shoot. Be careful just the same.” 

    “Okay Jeff. Thanks for coming by. Tell Kzmanski hello for me,” Robert said as the officer walked away.  

     

    **** 

     

    Robert was so tired he was nauseous but too keyed up to sleep so he cleaned up the kitchen and then fell into a dreamless sleep on top of his bare mattress. 

    The vandalism was both good and bad. Insurance would pay for a lot of the stuff but not for most of his clothes. Almost every suit, shirt and slacks had been slashed. Thank heavens I had some clothes at the cleaners, Robert thought. It would have been rough to wear the same clothes ‘til the insurance check. 

    He checked his pistol in his inside-the-belt holster to make sure it was secure and wasn’t showing. Feeling foolish, he also checked his .40 caliber ‘baby’ Glock tucked in an ankle holster. Robert carefully scanned the hall, locked the door and placed a little piece of tape near the bottom edge to show if anyone had gone in while he was gone. Robert felt better in the morning air and made his way to his car in the apartment lot. 

    No sooner had he started inserting his key in the lock — he knew something was wrong. It wasn’t the fact that the keyed jammed up that was the problem. That same hate…just like the phone call last night — hit him again…only stronger, more personal. 

    This time he was better prepared. He filtered the hate and let most of it pass through him. The taste…yeah…that was it…the taste of the hate in his mind was very strong. It was if being exposed to something made it easier the next time. 

    Hey! I didn’t dream last night. Maybe I’m learning to handle this stuff. If this hate is tied to some person, he must be nearer than he was last night when he called. This time I bet he’s watching. Maybe I can use my ‘talent’ to pinpoint the guy. 

    Robert relaxed and breathed deeply until he felt calm. He forgot about all else by wiping his mind of everything but the hate. He didn’t try to sense the hate other than thinking about it as if it was ‘heat’ and he slowly turned to find the source.  

    He had turned about half way around before he felt any real difference. Turning back slightly, he scanned the cars across the lot. The hate was being replaced by suspicion… and… Then he pinpointed the source — a man slumped in the seat of a nondescript blue compact at the far side of the lot. The emotions he ‘tasted’ felt different from the phone. 

    Robert felt the emotion change to curiosity with the fear still there, but subdued. 

    How did he spot me? He should be putting his key in the lock — not looking around.  

    Sensing the man’s unspoken words, Robert turned back to the car and — sure enough, he felt the thrill — the fear whenever he started to put the key in the look. Robert knew that this was more than a prank. Robert pretended he had forgotten something in his pockets while gently probing the other man’s thoughts. He could sense the man’s thoughts again. 

    Now he’ll go get something and come right back. Then — after all that walking he’ll get in and start it up and that will be another job well done. Another lousy cop. 

    Robert had sensed the words — the threat — and felt the disgust turning to anticipation of his — demise! Robert walked back toward his apartment, supposedly for a lost item and he felt the emotion changing again… this time to lust — blood lust.  

    Robert calmly entered the doorway to the apartments. As soon as the door shut behind him, he started running to the side entrance. He knew he wouldn’t have time to call for help before the man left. He ran out of the building out of view of the man and jumped over the concrete wall at the edge of the apartment complex. Circling around behind the car Robert did a low roll over the guard rail at the edge of the lot. He could see the blue car and was thankful the car didn’t have a right side view mirror. Robert wanted his approach to be a surprise and hoped to approach from the blind spot at the right rear of the car. 

    Robert pulled his duty carry Glock® from his hip holster and did a half crouching walk to the right rear of the compact. His heart was hammering and he could sense no thoughts from the man. 

    He might see me if I circle to the driver’s side. The passenger side may be locked. No righteous citizen rides around this town with the passenger door unlocked but he will think he’s above all that. Yep… he thought as he glanced up…shoulder belt isn’t on…yep…door definitely won’t be locked.  

    Robert duck walked, to stay low, up to the passenger door, grasped the handle and… jerked open the door… thankfully unlocked. He extended the semi-automatic and then pulled it back to his side as he sidled into the seat. 

    “Don’t do anything foolish,” Robert said. The mental shock radiating from the man matched the look on his face. 

    How did he know about the bomb? How did he know about me? He couldn’t know. Cops are stupid. Hey …he is a cop …and he’s not payin’ by the rules. Yeah! Play it cool; he’s jumped too soon. 

     

    The thoughts hammered into Robert’s mind in a split second of unspoken clarity. Robert felt …saw …whatever …a gun. Robert carefully reached forward under the man’s jacket. “Don’t even breathe,” Robert said ominously. Robert pulled the worn nine millimeter compact out of the man’s back waistband and tucked it into his own back waistband. 

    “If this is a robbery, I don’t have much money,” the man said. 

    “I know about the bomb you put in my car. You know who I am. What’s your name?” Robert asked. 

    Josè Ramos, thought the man though he said, “Phillip Richmond. What do you want? I haven’t done anything.”  

    Robert reached over and pressed the switch to lock all the doors. Robert tasted the man’s fear, his disquiet about a cop not acting like the dumb cops he had known. Yeah. That was it, Robert thought. He felt disdain whenever Ramos thought about cops. 

    “Your street name,” Robert said very quiet and low. “You don’t look like a ‘Phillips’ to me." 

    Mad Josè, thought the man. “What do you mean by street name? Do you know the penalty for kidnapping in this state? You could get life. Why don’t you just let me go?”, implored the man, now visibly shaken. 

    “Look Ramos.” Robert felt the man’s sudden shock and heard his intake of breath. “No one would blink an eye if a cop killed Mad Josè after he put a bomb under said cop’s car. Get my drift,” he added feeling the man’s fear flame up and start turning to panic. 

    God damn! This son-of-a-bitch knows all about me. Somebody spilled their guts. Don? Hoang himself? …playing those mind games. Hoang took the contract. This bastard may kill me …maybe I can pop the door and run. The man’s hand started to inch toward the door latch. 

    “Don’t. Put on your seat belt,” Robert said. The man did nothing for a second and then started to pull the seat belt across his waist. 

    “Hands on the wheel ,” Robert said and felt the puzzlement filter into the man’s fearful thoughts and felt the panic ebb a bit. Robert didn’t want the man to panic or he would have to shoot him or let him go. “Don’t you realize; I’m not after you. I’m after Hoang.” Robert had said it very calmly, very matter-of-fact. 

    The man looked like he had a nail shoved in his ear. The color drained out of his dark complexion. All pretenses were gone now. The man knew he was very close to dying. 

    “If I take you anywhere near Hoang, he’ll kill me,” said Ramos. 

    “If you don’t take me to Hoang; I’ll kill you. This is your one chance to miss floating in the river,” Robert said quietly. The quiet way he spoke upset the man even more. 

    “Hoang will kill me. Besides. I couldn’t get you past Hoang’s guards,” said Ramos. That’s it. When he tries to make it past the guards, I’ll call Hoang and warn him. Then he can only yell at me for botching the job, thought the man and Robert caught every nuance of his unspoken thoughts. 

    “That’s fine. You take me to Hoang’s place and I’ll get past the guards. You do that and you can split,” Robert said. 

    The man was feeling more in control of himself with every free breath so he braved a question. “What about the bomb? You aren’t just going to let me walk.” I’ll get you now or later. 

    “That’s no problem. I know where it is. I promise you that no one will miss you if you ever come back to town,” Robert said and crushingly grabbed the man’s right shoulder for emphasis. 

    Damn this guy is strong. How could he know about the bomb under his gas tank? You couldn’t even see it. Well. That’s his problem. I’ll call Hoang and leave town if Hoang doesn’t kill him.  

    Robert knew the man was rationalizing but he appeared professional in his own way. 

    “Why under the car?” Robert asked suddenly. 

    "Simple," said Ramos. "People in this country almost never check for a bomb. Only a few cops and executives check their cars before they ever get in…from what I heard about you…" You were a dumb shit… "you wouldn’t check." 

    "How about the apartment and the phone call?" Robert asked again. 

    The man seemed proud of his expertise. “Obviously the work of some of the more militant Afro-Americans. Everyone would think that an Afro-American or relative was avenging the killing of two black teenagers by a white cop,” Ramos said.  

    That’s why it is such a crude bomb with a physical trigger… wouldn’t have been credible with a foolproof electronic trigger. 

    “What connection does Hoang have to my shooting those two?” Robert asked, just now realizing that he had been missing a lot of the action around him. 

    Shaky ground — that question. Wonder why Hoang did want me to do this guy? Well. A contract is a contract, thought the man. “Well, a contract is a contract. They never tell us why,” Ramos said. 

    The man was driving toward an upscale high-rise section of the city. The CEOs didn’t live any better than the people in these condominiums, Robert thought. This guy hadn’t even thought of running except at first. He seems to know his business. I guess there have always been ‘hit men’, assassins, in every society. There is always someone willing to take lives for money or power. 

    Ramos drove carefully and Robert just sat quietly beside him. The man evidently had thought about all he intended to think about coherently and Robert was fresh out of questions.  

    Robert began to have serious doubts about what he was doing as the car entered the wealthy part of downtown. I’ve kidnapped someone who I thought was about to blow me up but I’ve never seen any bomb. All I have to rely on is this crazy ‘talent’ I’ve had for the last few weeks. Robert steeled himself. I’m gonna see this through one way or another. At least my life hasn’t been dull lately, he thought and grinned hugely at the irony. 

    Ramos watched Robert out of the corner of his eye and felt very uncomfortable when the cop beside him started smiling hugely. Scary muther, Ramos thought. Robert caught his unspoken comment and started chuckling.  

     

    **** 

    “We’re coming up on Hoang’s place. I’ll stop and let you out…then I’ll drive off,” Ramos said. 

    “I’m sure you would,” Robert commented. “You drive past slow and show me where the entrance is located. I’ll tell you where to stop. You better convince me with details and number of guards or I’ll kill you,” Robert said. 

    I’ll just tell him someplace close to Hoang’s — then when I get away — I’ll call Hoang and warn him. “Sure. I’ll tell you everything,” Ramos said. 

    Ramos was getting tense and visions of possible escapes were flashing through his mind. Need to tie him and gag him at the very least, Robert thought. 

    This guy is a cop…just a wuss. He isn’t going to do jack. All talk and… 

    Robert slapped Ramos on the top of his head with the Glock and Ramos glared. “Don’t get too thoughtful on me,” Robert said. “I have a mind to stick you in the trunk and burn the car like an insurance can’t make the payments, car theft. Burning the interior of the car gets rid of he fibers and hairs.” 

    I think this crazy bastard means it. I’ll just tell him enough to get him caught…hell …get him killed. That way my contract is canceled and I get to keep the deposit, Ramos thought. Ten grand. 

    Ramos, with high drama, expounded on the guards, the alarms, and even drew a rough sketch of the penthouse where Hoang lived. Robert picked up on all the misdirection and misinformation as Ramos explained. Robert picked up other information as Ramos thought of them. The greatest weight of information was from what Ramos thought but didn’t say. Robert had heard enough and had Ramos drive into a nearby deserted alley cul de sac.  

    “Sit still and slide off your shoes,” Robert said. Ramos tensed. “I need the shoelaces. Place the shoes on the seat.” Ramos let out an audible sigh realizing that Robert planned to tie him up. You don’t need to tie up a guy you shoot.  

    Ramos did as he was told and placed the shoes on the seat and Robert slid the laces quickly out of them. Ramos held his hands together in front of him as if to be tied up. I’ll be out of this in a minute, Ramos thought. 

    “Put your hands behind you,” Robert ordered and Ramos reluctantly turned around. 

    Robert took his finger off the trigger, put it up against the frame and angled his grip. With a whipping motion, he hit Ramos behind and below his right ear. Ramos slammed up against the door, started to push off and then went limp. Robert tied the man’s hands behind him and then double tied the thumbs. He then tore the sleeve off Ramos’s shirt, stuffed it in his mouth and secured it with his necktie. He took the pants belt, cinched the legs with a loop and tied that to the brake pedal. 

    God. Robert thought. I’m really out of my league. I should have just called the guys I work with for backup. This is stupid…but I wonder if they would have helped or just postponed it ‘til later. He considered the illegalities he had committed in the last hour. Hell, what is the department gonna do …kill me. This guy is if I don’t do something; much less this Hoang. 

    He looked around outside to see if he could see anyone watching and then got out. Searching through a nearby trash pile, he came up with an empty gin and vodka bottle. He took the bottles, placed one prominently on the dash and put the gin bottle on the seat near the man’s head. Look at the scene with a critical eye he thought. He undid the necktie and pushed Ramos’s hands, so they were hidden by the seat. A casual glance by someone walking by; would make them think he was a drunk who had passed out. 
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    Robert took the keys and locked the doors. The high rise condominium was a little over a block away and Robert felt like everyone was watching him. He practiced his deep breathing exercises to maintain some semblance of calm as he walked. He walked through the double doors and was immediately confronted by the clerk behind the front desk, just as Ramos had explained. 

    “May I assist you?” asked the clerk frostily as he regarded Robert’s casual clothing.  

    Robert felt very self-conscious. “Yes. I’m trying to see Hoang.” 

    You must be one of those clowns looking for Leo Hoang. “Does Hoang have a first name?” the clerk asked sarcastically. 

    “Mister Hoang’s first name is Leo. He should have one of his assistants upstairs if you could direct me to his elevator,” Robert asked knowing the clerk would notify a guard. 

    Assist my ass…least it’s a tactful way of putting it. The receptionist turned and nodded to indicate Robert while looking over his shoulder. Robert had failed to see the man coming out of a nearby room. Now we’ll see if you really want to see Mister Leo or not, thought the clerk. 

    Robert watched the man carefully as he approached. The man’s eyes were watching his hands. Robert kept his arms loose at his sides. The bulge stood out under the left side of the man’s tailored suit. The man’s mixed Asian ancestry and pockmarked face clashed with the expensively tailored clothes. The man radiated mistrust like a bad taste in Robert’s mind. 

    As the man came closer, Robert spoke, “I came from L.A. for the meeting.” Robert knew that many high level criminals came from L.A. and he knew that criminals have as many meetings as other bureaucrats. What he didn’t know — and what he was worried about was if Hoang was one of those guys that was into meetings.  

    Hoang never mentioned this guy …now, when the last payment hasn’t shown up yet. He doesn’t look slick enough to handle this deal except at the street level, the man thought. He nodded toward the back and the clerk ambled off out of sight. 

    Son of a bitch, Robert thought. Here this guy is giving me heat and Ramos never said there would be a guard at the front. Robert’s thoughts were interrupted as the man spoke. A cleft palate gave his nasal sounding question almost unintelligible.  

    “What meeting? Hoang never mentioned you?” said the man. He doesn’t look like one of the guys coming to the meeting tomorrow, thought the man as Robert readily picked up his unspoken words. 

    “I came to see Leo about the meeting tomorrow,” Robert spouted. 

    The man looked confused and was wavering.  

    Maybe I should call Raymond but Hoang gave us orders not to disturb him. Wonder what his name is? …You don’t look like you’re in politics. 

    “What’s your name?” asked the man. 

    “R.T.,” Robert said. “I’m a friend of Hoang’s,” Robert added. 

    Suspicion quickly clouded the man’s thoughts.  

    Hoang never mentioned any guy named R.T. This guy isn’t right. I ought to get Ray here to help me shake him down, he thought. 

    “Look. Ask me any question about Hoang. You’ll know I’m telling the truth. I need to talk a little politics with him,” Robert said using the word from the man’s thoughts. 

    Politics. Maybe he is legit. “All right. Who’s Hoang’s Thursday connection?” the man asked.  

    This will get you big boy. Hoang always meets Suzanne on Thursday nights. 

    “Who are you trying to kid?” Robert asked. “Hoang always meets his girl, Suzanne, on Thursday nights. You can do better than that.” 

    Hah. Suzanne is his little sister at the condo down the street. I better get Ray down here to help me with this clown. 

    Before the man could even step forward, Robert spoke up, “Suzanne is Leo’s little sister. Are you still trying to think up a question?” Robert asked forcefully. 

    Anyone could find that out. I’ll ask him something only a half dozen people know. “What is TOTO?” the man asked and slid his hand behind his leg and balled it into a fist so he could hit Robert if he didn’t answer or answered wrong. Hoang’s Colombian cocaine lab, the man thought. 

    “Do you think all of Hoang’s political friends know about his Colombian cocaine lab? Think that is a proper question to be asking in a hallway? Think I ought to ask Hoang about you spilling your guts in the hallway.” Robert said getting intimidatingly close to the bodyguard.  

    The man quailed.  

    Okay. So. You’re a friend of Hoang. You’re still an asshole and I’m still gonna get some information out of you before I disturb Ray and Hoang.  

    “One last question,” the said with a slur. “This is a hard one. Where does Hoang keep his getaway stash?”  

    If this guy lets me know where Hoang keeps that money, Suzanne and I will be set for life. 

    Robert lunged forward and caught the ‘guy’ off balance. He grabbed the man’s windpipe with his right hand. Robert used his strength to apply an aikido wristlock to the man’s right arm. The twist wasn’t well executed but his strength made up for technique. 

    “I think I’ll mention that to Leo. He might ‘reward’ you for your devotion,” he growled out the words near the man’s ear. “I need to talk with Leo. I don’t have an appointment. He will want to talk with me.” Robert said quietly, “Now.” 

    The quiet tone of voice and pain he was enduring made the guard decide. The fact that he could hardly breathe and couldn’t get to his gun may have influenced his decision. The man nodded as much as Robert’s hand at his throat would allow. 

    Christ. No wonder Hoang never talked about this guy. He took me like a kid. He must be a real pro. He sure looks innocent enough. Maybe I ought to call ahead? 

    Robert put on his best look of impatience and let him loose while staring him eye to eye. “I need to see him now. Do I tell him what you asked or do you escort me upstairs with everything forgotten?” 

    “I better call ahead,” said the man hesitantly. 

    “Do whatever you must but Hoang won’t want to keep me waiting long,” Robert countered. 

    “Come on. I’ll just go up with you,” the guard said and pulled the key card to the private elevator from his pocket. The man nodded toward the elevator.  

    Robert was forced to precede him over and in. He had won a temporary reprieve in finding out why Leo Hoang wanted him dead, but he didn’t have a clue what he would do when he faced him. The trouble with ad-lib plans, Robert thought, was that the results were often ad lib. Arresting Hoang for attempting to kill me, or conspire to kill me, was out of the question. I don’t have a motive. Maybe politics. Maybe drugs. So far, Robert thought with disgust, I’ve committed a few felonies myself tonight. 

    The elevator rose rapidly and it soon opened to a large foyer. Another guard who had been seated nearby came over at the sound of the doors opening. He wore an expensive brown leisure suit and lizard skin shoes. His large frame was not set off well by the four rings on his hands. Robert had never seen a balding Mediterranean quite like this guy. The thirty-ish guard was a real eclectic dresser. Hoang must be pretty important considering these guys and this place, he thought as he stepped out into the foyer. 

    “Who’s this?” the big man asked. 

    “This is R.T. - Ray. He’s here to see Hoang before the meeting tomorrow,” said the guard from downstairs. 

    “Did you search him?” asked the big man. 

    Oh, shit. I never did. I bet he’s carrying too. Hoang will put me out if I don’t cover myself.  

    The downstairs guard was working up courage to say he hadn’t searched him…yet. “I…” started the guard. 

    “He searched me downstairs,” Robert said, to cut off the guard. He had no intention of letting them find all his weapons. Ray seemed determined to search him anyway and took a step. “He let me keep this automatic but told me I’d have to give it to you when I got up here. There were some people in the lobby and he didn’t want anybody seeing anything. There’s one in the chamber,” Robert said and carefully handed the butt of the automatic to the second guard. Giving up the Beretta compact he had taken from Ramos, Robert felt the reassuring pressure of his ‘baby’ Glock and duty carry auto at his hip. I hope they go for this. 

    “Yeah Ray. There were a bunch of people in the lobby,” the first guard said defensively to cover his mistake. “He’s a friend of Hoang.” 

    “Right. Hoang never mentioned any ‘R.T.’ to me,” the guard said obviously unimpressed. 

    “I can understand why Hoang never talks much with you,” Robert said with a sudden inspiration. 

    “I don’t know who you are fella but you’re pushin’ your luck,” the man said turning red with anger. 

    “Remember when Hoang got so mad at you for talking too much,” Robert said, still playing the hunch. 

    “I never talk shop out of here,” the man said. 

    Robert was suddenly in a spot. He knew that the man must have made some mistake in the past he vividly remembered. Robert decided to prompt him again. “Leo told me about one time you really screwed up if you were the ‘Ray’ he was talking about.” 

    Hoang would never have talked about that to anyone. How was I to know that she was a he? She didn’t ruin the deal. She overdosed. 

    “Something about a transvestite maybe…” Robert said letting his voice trail off. 

    “Hey Ray. You and a he-she,” said the first man. “You never even told me about that one.” 

    Ray turned beet red; this time from embarrassment. “Hoang wouldn’t talk about that to anyone but…” he said. 

    “…anybody …but his closest of friends,” Robert said completing the sentence. “Do you think I could visit Leo now? That guy O.D.’ed didn’t he.” It wasn’t a question. 

    “Huh. Yeah. Right. How did…? Yeah. He’ll be in the study now. Follow me,” Ray said and started into the condominium. Ray’s face showed that he was a badly shaken man. 

    This is really easy. I’ll have to remember that technique, Robert reflected, thinking about the guard’s fear. 

    The guard ushered Robert through the elegant penthouse and finally opened the door to a plush reading room. A small oriental man sat in a comfortable leather chair. The sunlight from the large skylight lit his face as he looked up. His face was narrow and hard with deep lines around the eyes. His eyes were hard with no humor and the lines were not laugh lines…that was for sure. His hair was thin but still dark. Robert would have thought him to be thirty-five if the lines on his neck, face, and hands hadn’t been so pronounced. In the split seconds before anybody said anything, those eyes pierced through Robert. 

    Does he know me for a cop? Robert worried. His question was answered when he intercepted Hoang’s thoughts. 

    Who is this? Ray looks bad. He got this far so he is very good or my guards have been paid off. I wonder if he’s here to kill me - it’s been a good life, Hoang thought. 

    His next thought showed Robert how quick thinking and competent the man was… 

    "Yes Ray?" he asked. Hoang looked calm and closed the book he was reading and placed it in his lap. Have you come to kill me? he thought. 

    "Maybe," Robert said looking Hoang directly in the eyes. 

    Ray looked from one to the other and acted flustered. "Huh. This is R.T., to see you about tomorrow’s meeting. Since you were such close friends, I thought you’d want to see him right away," Ray said with a look of one hoping for approval but not sure he’d get it. 

    Robert was picking up a maelstrom of thoughts from Hoang. Maybe. Maybe what? How did he convince Ray and Franco that he was my close friend? Ray wouldn’t be much use if he got this far. I wonder what he really wants? He looks like a total idiot.  

    Robert felt the man’s curiosity building like a wave.  

    Hoang finally noticed Ray’s discomfiture. "Thank you Ray, I’ll buzz if I need you," Hoang said stoically. 

    Ray looked grateful, nodded and left the room hurriedly. 

    "You must have wanted to see me pretty badly. You could have just called," Hoang said. 

    "Would you have seen me or talked to me?" Robert said feeling a fear and subtle distaste for the man forming. "You are now." 

    He’s sharper than he looks, Hoang thought and grinned a bit as he placed his book carefully on the side stand. "What do you want?" Hoang said, "I’m busy," he said and momentarily cut his eyes toward his book with a sarcastic glint. 

    "Why do you want me killed?" Robert asked. 

    Oh, fuck. Some nut case and I just sent Ray away. "What are you talking about? I don’t know you and from your body language — you’ve never seen me before." Maybe I can signal Ray. “Seems like you have a story to tell," he said and leaned toward the intercom. 

    "Don’t touch that," Robert said flatly. "You sent a man to kill me and you don’t even know what I look like? Maybe I should introduce myself. I’m Officer Robert Thales," Robert said. 

    Thales. Thales. That name is familiar. Hoang didn’t say anything. 

    "Let me jog your memory. You sent Jose Ramos to do a job on me. I want to know why," Robert said. 

    Mother of God! How did he find me? Thales. Of course… Ramos must have told him everything. I’ve got to get to the intercom button. Maybe he’ll deal.  

    Hoang’s face remained impassive. “I don’t know what you’re talking about officer. Are you sure, you came to the right place? Do you have identification? A warrant perhaps?" Hoang said as he leaned across the table toward the intercom console. 

    "Don’t touch that. I will talk with you first," Robert said menacingly. 

    I must be nervous. I never show much emotion. He must have caught me looking over at the intercom. I’m not in control here. Maybe he’ll really just talk. I’ve got to get control, Hoang thought furiously. "I don’t know any Mister Ramos," Hoang said. 

    "Why did you send Jose to kill me? Why do you want to stir up racial trouble? Ramos told me everything. You’re too intelligent to lie well," Robert said and the man winced as if a nerve had been hit. "Tell me how my death would aid your political meeting tomorrow," Robert said and sensed the man’s fear. Robert did not need any special senses to see that Hoang was afraid. He practically stank with fear. 

    How did he know anything about the meeting? Somebody must have talked. How can you know anything about starting racial unrest? What do you know? Who did you talk to? I’m surrounded by incompetents! Why doesn’t Ray come back and ask us if we want anything to eat or drink? You couldn’t know about a mayoral candidate bringing about a Justice Department investigation into Civil Rights violations. That clown wouldn’t have talked. "What meeting?" Hoang said as he got up out of his chair. 

    "I know you are meeting a certain candidate so you can start an FBI investigation into civil rights 1983 statute violations," Robert said realizing the feds are required by law to investigate brutality and similar cases. "This candidate supports the oppressed blacks in this community?" 

    Hoang gasped. What do you know? "I don’t know what you are talking about," Hoang said while edging around the table to get to the intercom near the window.  

    Sacrifice several black teenagers from solid backgrounds. You helped without knowing it. A few more, amateur robbers killed and you get cries of brutality. Setting up teenagers during burglaries of homes with guns would be next…then kill off a cop or two in revenge and it would be set up. Cops would be trigger happy with crime out of control and in steps in Coleman…My home boy becomes mayor. 

    "Kill some cops to make us edgy. Anonymous callers saying they saw gang members forcing their way into homes to get gun collections. Set up some easy ones first and pay the kids a lot of money. Let the cops know that these home invaders vowed to kill any cop in sight. Did you ever think of the rest of the city? What about those kids and their families? You god damn scumbag!" Robert growled furiously and stepped toward the man. 

    Hoang stood rigid with eyes wide with shock. His mouth hung slightly open. 

    You’ve been reading my mind. You’ve seen everything I thought! No wonder you learned so much from Ramos. No wonder you could convince Ray! You found out about my operation…you can find out about anybody’s operation, Hoang thought and quailed. 

    "Yep…there you have it," Robert said and moved toward Hoang. 

    Maybe I’m going nuts. Surely, this clown couldn’t do that. Ray must have talked. Yeah. That’s it. That makes more sense. 

    I’m no clown," Robert said quietly…maliciously. 

    Hoang dived for the intercom while letting loose a whine of fear as he did so. There was such a taste — force in Hoang’s mind that Robert had no pre-warning of his move. 

    "Ray! Deuce! Deuce!" Hoang shouted into the intercom and then stood passively as Robert rushed the intervening feet to reach him. 

    Robert jumped over the small side table just as Hoang yelled. Against all his training, Robert smashed Hoang right in the face with his fist. Hoang was flung backward by the force of the blow. Blood splattered over the tan rug as Hoang rolled face down. Robert lost his balance and fell when he hit Hoang so hard. He was getting up when the door across the room burst open. 

    Franco and Ray slid professionally through the door with automatics leveled in front of them. Ray slid straight in to the right while Franco stepped into the frame of the door and went right in a heartbeat. Robert would have been dead if he had been standing. 

    Robert had his baby Glock in his hand when Franco fired. Franco’s first shot went a little wide and his second just missed Robert’s ear. Robert threw himself prone and fired. Franco dropped his gun and clapped his hands just below his throat. He looked surprised as he dropped to his knees and then fell forward on his face. 

    Ray fired and grazed Robert’s upper right arm. Robert flinched and fired a pair of double taps at Ray as the big man was jumping behind the sofa. Robert’s right arm was beginning to burn and his fingers began to throb and weaken. He did a quick peek and tried to spot Ray. Robert still couldn’t see him as he moved behind a padded chair. He was halfway to the next heavy chair when he heard a shot and felt a shock in his left heel. Robert fired at the source of the shots as he fell. Lying on the floor about three meters from the couch, Robert listened for movement. He couldn’t hear anything except his own breathing that sounded like a public address system. Of all the stupid places to be hit, Robert thought, the fuckin’ heel. 

    Auditory limiting…no kidding…just like they taught in rookie school…shots sound like pops to most people in gun battles…what the hell am I thinking about and he braced himself for one last effort. He didn’t know how long it would be before someone else came in and he couldn’t afford to wait. He was a little woozy from the adrenaline and shock already. He inched forward by pushing with his left foot and left elbow. He scrunched his left leg under him as he got to the middle of the couch. He rolled up onto the back of the couch and swung his arm over to where Ray’s body was partially in view and fired two more times. 

    Ray’s body was curled in a fetal position. It was obvious from the way the body reacted — failed to react; the last shots were wasted. Robert saw that his first shots had taken Ray in the abdomen. Looking at Ray behind the couch and Franco, face down by the door; Robert knew he couldn’t report these shootings. The political bigwigs would enjoy frying an "unbalanced, obviously corrupt cop." Nope. No report on this one. 

    Got to get rid of the evidence, Robert thought. Limping badly he frantically started picking up his shell casings. How many? Shit…yeah…over there…under the table he retrieved his last one and jammed it down in his pocket. Now to see about Hoang…Guess I ought to just put a bullet in his brain… If I kill him, there will be an investigation and the clerk downstairs will identify me. If I let him live, he’ll cover this up and be after my ass but he won’t report it. Between the cops and Hoang…yep…better kill him. He went over and retrieved the Walther from Ray’s waistband. Robert knew the competency of local and federal agencies and was willing to risk any investigation they could mount. He was hobbling back over to Hoang when he heard the pounding at the front door of the penthouse. Damn. 

    Hoang’s gotta have some other way out of this place, he thought as he hobbled through the next rooms. He finally located a small room off the master bedroom. He first thought it was a closet but he noticed there were already a couple of large closets in the room. He soon found the controls to the private elevator. All rats have a back door, he thought as the elevator shot downward. Not a bad idea, he reflected. 

    The door to the elevator opened to the dimly lit view of machinery. Obviously, the basement housed much of the building’s utilities. Robert marveled at what the penthouse cost to rent. And they say crime doesn’t pay, he thought as he struggled toward what he hoped was a service exit. He pushed open a door and was dazzled by the sunlight reflected off the concrete. The service door opened into an alley. He walked out, squinting into the light and started to head back to where he had parked the car. It was a block and a half of hell. His arm and heel were killing him and he had to put weight on his heel to keep from looking like he had a limp. There weren’t many people out but it would only take one to report him. 

    He walked briskly, attempting to use mind over matter to ignore the pain. It didn’t work a bit. The effort to look normal was so difficult and painful it made his eyes water. He rounded the last corner feeling lightheaded and nauseous. 

    It wasn’t there. God. Somebody must have found him. Maybe he got loose. Maybe this isn’t the right alley where I left him tied up. No. There are the trash cans I looked through for those liquor bottles. This is it. I can’t go back to my apartment and I can’t stand the heat of any investigation. If I tell anyone the truth they will throw me in the nut house. Telepathy. Shit. No one would believe it. Hell. I don’t believe it. I’d rather be in jail. At least, I’d have some rights in jail. Ramos must have taken off. I’ve got to get out of this neighborhood. I don’t want to run into Hoang’s bunch or my compatriots in blue right now. I’ve got to hail a cab before I pass out here. 

    Robert stepped to the curb and raised his hand as a cab passed. All the Yellow cabs passed him by since he looked too ‘seedy’ to pick up. He finally hailed a ‘gypsy’ cab that looked as beat up as he did. He tried to look as respectable as he could as he got into the cab. From habit, he looked at the cab driver’s permit and wheel tax sticker. 

    "Where you want to go?" said the driver in barely intelligible English. The cabbie looked African but he wasn’t up on the names enough to discern his origin. 

    "Huh," Robert hadn’t thought of where he wanted to go; he just wanted away from here. "You know Forest Hills?" 

    "Long way. You have money?" the cabbie asked. 

    Robert fished into his pocket and came out with a couple of hundred. Thank God, I don’t believe only in debit cards, he thought. He gave the driver a twenty to get him rolling and motioned him on without saying anything. The cab driver occasionally looked in the rear view mirror. He seemed relieved that his passenger didn’t seem inclined to talk; his English was poor. 

    Robert sat back in the far corner of the back seat and grimaced at every bump or turn. His foot was getting cold and it felt sticky from the blood oozing from the side of the heel. His leg was alternately numb or on fire. He was beginning to sweat and his heart was hammering away. He squinted and shook his head trying to clear his vision. He realized that he was going into shock. It would have been easy to give in to the injuries but he forced himself into slow, deep breathing. It seemed like hours until the cab driver spoke. 

    "Forest Hills. Where to?" the cabbie asked. 

    "Turn left at Crestridge. I’ll tell you when to stop," Robert said scanning the numbers as the cab drove slowly down the residential street. Spotting a number near the one he wanted, Robert motioned for the driver to pull over. He sent the cab on his way and limped the half block ‘til he came to the address he wanted. Warily he climbed the short flight of steps to the Brownstone door. He pressed the buzzer and propped his head against the doorframe to keep from falling down. He wasn’t feeling better — the strain was telling. 

    "Who is it?" came the voice over the intercom. 

    "Robert,’ he said as clearly as he could, though the result was little more than a hoarse whisper. He cleared his throat and tried again. "Robert." It sounded almost normal that time. 

    "Robert! You’re early. I’ll be down in a minute. I’m not quite ready. Don’t go ‘way," she said. 

    Don’t go away, he thought. Janet’s house was the only place he could think of. No close friends or family to visit at a time like this, he thought while clutching the frame with his left hand to steady himself. 

    When he heard her at the door, he straightened up and held the frame loosely with his left hand. It wouldn’t be good to look drunk or to collapse at her feet. Thinking that didn’t help much since he didn’t have the strength left to shake his head and clear his vision. The door seemed to be rocking back and forth, as it was. He heard her unlatching the locks and he tried to look as poised as he could. 

    "Hi," she said as she held the door open. "I wasn’t sure you’d come at all and here you are…really early," She said nervously. "You don’t believe in dressing up do you?" she said trying to be polite about his rumpled clothing. Then she began to really look him over. "You’re hurt!" What happened to your arm?" she said still holding the door and making no attempt to touch him. "Did you have a wreck?" 

    "May I come in?" Robert forced the words out and felt the world swaying. 

    "Oh Robert. What happened?" she said and grabbed his arm to support him. She pulled him inside. 

    He grimaced as he placed his weight on his heel and sucked in air through clenched teeth. The pain made him a little more conscious.  

    "Oh. I’m sorry!" she said as she repositioned her support on his hurt arm to shift his weight off his bad foot. "What happened? Were you mugged? Do you want the police? Maybe we ought to get an ambulance," she said worriedly. 

    "No," Robert said. "No police. No ambulance,” he croaked out the words. "They’ll find out. No police. Please," he pleaded and his eyes cried out for sympathy…for trust. 

    "All right Robert. I won’t call anyone ‘til you explain," she said solemnly. 

    Robert searched her face with his eyes; then smiled. He knew he had made the right choice. His knees began to give way and he pitched forward as all around him blacked out. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

    [bookmark: _Toc282781819][bookmark: _Toc282861048][bookmark: _Toc282862115][bookmark: _Toc283478815][bookmark: _Toc289881706]CHAPTER 6 

     

    Janet Gaines was facing a dilemma. Here was a guy she had ‘known’ for one day. He’s hurt. He passes out in my front hallway, she thought. Now, is that any way to have a first date? Nope, she thought. Well he can’t stay here, she thought and eyed the stairs to the bedroom of her townhouse. How am I going to get this big lug up that? I can’t get help from anyone else. If not up there…where? 

    The studio room, she thought. But how am I going to get him there? Janet looked around and then raced up the stairs to the linen closet. She made her way back down with an armload of sheets, blanket and pillow. She quickly spread out the blanket on the floor next to Robert. Grunting with exertion, she half rolled - half dragged Robert’s body onto the blanket. Then, without much strain, she gathered one end and slid it, and Robert, to the back room of the townhouse. She only slipped and fell on her butt once. She went back for the sheets and pillow and brought them back to where he lay on the thickly carpeted floor. 

    Standing over him, she thought — Now; what am I going to do with you? I guess I better see what I can do about that arm…Looks like he’s cut. I guess I ought to get that jacket and shirt off. She went back to the downstairs bathroom and gathered a handful of medical supplies: dressings, a roll of gauze, scissors, adhesive tape, alcohol and antiseptic cream. She carried the armful of supplies back to the studio room and dropped down beside him. Without further hesitation, she worked off his jacket. Oh great, she thought as she discovered his inside the pants holster on his right side. She unhooked the belt snaps on the holster with the gun still in it and set them both to the side — gingerly. It soon became apparent that sliding his shirt off his shoulders and arms was going to be difficult and might hurt him. She didn’t know how bad his injuries were so she decided to be cautious. 

    With a sigh, she took the scissors and cut up both sides of the shirt and sleeves. Pulling the cut up shirt off him dislodged the Walther PPK from his back waistband and it clunked on the floor. She jerked back with surprise and fright. Good god, she thought. How many guns do you have on? She carefully picked the gun up with two fingers and set it aside like one would a dead mouse. She pulled the bloody bar towel off him and dropped it in the trash. Yuk! She thought. Hurriedly she used the alcohol around the wound and noticed there was an exit wound on the back side of his upper left arm. It’s a gunshot wound! She cleaned the wound and marveled at how little it bled. Pointing her finger in line with the wound in his arm, she compared the angle of the wound with her own arm. I guess it didn’t hit the bone, she sighed; realizing that she would have called an ambulance immediately if he had been hurt any worse. She dressed the wound and then put the sheet over him. 

    Trying to remember what to do for people in shock, she put another blanket over him and rolled up another so she could slip it under his feet. I guess I ought to take off his shoes, she thought and grabbed one and pulled it off. The tear on the outside of the heel was noticeable and the shoe was bloody inside. She turned the blanket up farther off his feet so she could see this new wound. She pulled off his other shoe and then used the scissors to cut off the bloody sock. The wound wasn’t very long but was like someone had hacked the side of his heel with a dull axe. She cleaned the wound and then used the adhesive tape, like butterfly sutures. The tape pulled the wound closed on the deepest part while she simply bandaged the other, shallow half of the wound. 

    Janet put folded towels under his shoulder and heel so he wouldn’t bleed through to the carpet. She then checked his pulse and found it much slower and stronger. With great care, Janet tucked in his blanket. Satisfied she had done all she could do she got a book she had been wanting to read, went to the kitchen and made herself a light supper. All supplies prepared, she carried a tray back to the studio room and settled into a comfortable chair to eat and read. 

    The chair was extremely comfortable and the book was extremely long. Soon her eyes got heavy listening to Robert’s now deep, varied breathing. Janet was asleep before midnight.  

     

    **** 

     

    The morning sun hit her face about six fifteen. She awoke stiff and chilly. Stretching and rubbing her stiff neck, she went over to Robert who was sleeping restlessly. 

    He sure looks like a nice guy asleep. I’ll have to call the police today and report him though, she thought while looking down at him. Robert began to mumble in his sleep. "He… looks like… nice…have to report him…though." 

    What did he say? She thought, astonished. 

    "What …he say," mumbled Robert. 

    My god! He’s repeating what I’m thinking! She thought. 

    "…god …repeatin’ what I’m thinking," Robert mumbled as he tossed and turned. 

    Janet was horrified. It was like finding out your parents had been listening to you talk to your boyfriend as a teen. Get out of my mind! Her thoughts screamed, as she shook him awake. "Wake up! Wake! Up! Robert!" She cried while shaking him without considering his injuries. 

    "Huh. Huh? Ooh. Okay. Okay! I’m awake. Uh," he said as he flinched way from her grip. "Hi," Robert said as he smiled at her in spite of the pain. When she just kept holding him with her mouth open he spoke again, "How was the concert?" he asked. 

    She snapped her mouth closed and paused. Can you read my mind Robert Thales? She thought, while staring him in the face and frowning. Answer me! She yelled with her mind. 

    Robert looked sheepishly at the ceiling to avoid her gaze. 

    "Yep," he stated. "Kind of." 

    Boy, do I pick all the losers and strays, she thought in anguish. "What do you mean by ‘kind of’?" she asked bluntly. 

    "I haven’t done it long. I can sometimes tell a person’s mood or what they are about to do or say. That’s all," Robert answered. "I haven’t really thought about all the details yet." 

    "You haven’t thought about it. Cute pun,” she said. Can you read whatever I think? She thought. 

    "I’m not a loser or a stray," Robert said mildly. 

    "You god-damn bastard. Stay out of my mind!" she yelled and started hitting him on the chest. "You bastard. Stay out of my head. It’s private. You hear me!" she shouted as he weakly fended off her blows with his left arm. 

    He managed to grab her hands against his chest and held them against him. With tears of compassion and pain, Robert matched Janet’s tears and simply held her hands. Soon the wave of emotion, shock and fear ran its course. Janet jerked her hands free and stood up.  

    I can’t keep him here. I’ve got to call the police, she thought and walked out of the room. I don’t know this man…this freak. 

    Robert heard her thoughts and the tears began to well up in his eyes. She doesn’t know me, he thought. How can I ask her to involve herself in this, he thought while reflecting on Hoang. 

    I’d better go call the police, Janet thought. I can’t let him stay here. There’s no telling what he’s done. 

    Robert heard these thoughts too, even though Janet was out of the room. He sat up and had to bite his lip to keep from crying out. He propped himself up with his left arm and looked around for his things. 

    Hmm. No shirt. Guess my jacket buttoned up will have to do. Gotta get my guns. There’s no telling who is looking for me now. Rocking forward onto his feet, he cringed as his weight hit his right heel. He had to hold on to a nearby chair to keep from falling. The room was swaying badly …just two steps to the end table for my jacket …just a step and a hop, he corrected. Woozy, he thought …got up too fast. Need to stretch. 

    Robert never really passed out completely but he had stood too rapidly. Adding his loss of equilibrium to this and he lost his balance. Falling, his right heel hit the floor, tearing loose the wound and sending a rush of pain searing up his leg. He cried out in pain and crashed to the floor — landing on his right side. He never passed out. He just wished he’d passed out. 

    Janet came running into the room. She abruptly stopped at the door. 

    "What are you doing?" she demanded. 

    "I’m just trying to leave," he said looking up at her through a haze of pain. 

    "I’m going to call an ambulance right now," she said and turned to leave. 

    "Don’t," he said. 

    She whipped around to face him. "Are you threatening me?" 

    He laughed a little at the edge of hysteria, "I’m in no position to threaten anyone. Just let me get my things together and I’ll leave." 

    "Why are you in such a hurry to leave?" she asked. "You seemed pretty settled a few minutes ago." 

    I just figured you didn’t want me here any more," he said looking at the floor. 

    Janet stared at him for a moment. "You read my mind again." 

    Robert looked at her but kept his face expressionless. 

    "Through the wall…?" she asked. 

    Robert nodded slowly. 

    "In the next room…?" she asked. 

    Robert nodded minutely. 

    "Well then. Why did you try to leave?" she asked. 

    "Huh," Robert said genuinely confused. She had been about to call the police. She hadn’t been thinking of anything else.  

    "If you could really read my mind you would have realized that I’d changed my mind about reporting you." 

    "Huh," Robert said brilliantly. 

    "You get back over there and get some rest. It’s as good a place as any. Later we’ll try to get you upstairs to the spare bedroom." 

    "I’m going to need some help," Robert said favoring his right side. 

    Robert struggled to get up without using or touching his right arm or right leg. Janet came over and began to help him. 

    "I don’t usually help my dates avoid the police ‘til after our second date," she said and smiled as she helped him up. It is a weird that he can hear my thoughts though…I don’t think I really like it. 

    Robert suddenly sat back down. He tossed his head back and laughed hugely — in spite of the pain. 

    Robert turned to face her. "Tell me anything about this situation that is usual," he said smiling. 

    Janet laughed and helped him over to the makeshift bed. She found some pain pills her doctor had given her after her knee surgery. She gave him two purple pain pills and some soup in a cup. Robert soon became drowsy and fell deeply asleep. Janet listened to some music and then walked over to where she had placed everything she had taken out of his pockets. You can learn a lot about a man by looking through his wallet, she thought as she struggled with her upbringing. It is unusual and impolite to look through someone else’s possessions. She didn’t war with herself long and began rifling through his wallet.  

     

    **** 

    The situation calls for me to find out more about him, she rationalized. Drivers license… He doesn’t live too far from here, she thought and continued snooping. One credit card, an ATM card and no pictures of kids or girl friends…good…Membership card with the Fraternal Order of Police. One…expired…coupon for a free MacChicken® sandwich and …seven hundred and eighty-nine dollars in cash. We could have had a serious evening on the town, she thought as she placed the money back in the wallet. Hmm. Two old paycheck stubs. Wow. Cops do all right, she reflected as she considered her own salary in comparison to his checks.  

    Putting the wallet down she toyed through the rest of the trivia from his pockets. Key ring — dry cleaning receipt — loose change — I.D. case (she compared the photo to the sleeping man - yuk - awful picture) neat badge though; very official — comb — she pondered as she went through the individual articles. Clothes! That’s what I can do. I’m not going to sit here and be bored. I’ll go over to his apartment while he’s asleep and pick up some clothes. He can’t leave here without a shirt on. Besides, she thought…this is kinda exciting. I feel like a spy going on a mission. 

    Janet checked the address again and put on some makeup. She grabbed her purse and his keys. Halfway out the door she checked herself and went back inside. She got the dry cleaning ticket, took a hundred out of his wallet and scribbled a note. She stood the note up in a nearby chair so Robert wouldn’t wake up and panic finding her gone. Quietly shutting and locking the door, Janet hurried to her car and started it up.  

     

    **** 

     

    Fifteen minutes of driving through light, morning traffic brought her to the correct street and soon to the correct apartment complex. She finally found a parking place though it wasn’t as close as she wished to his building. She looked at the address again and felt less confident. Hesitation will look suspicious, she thought, so she tossed her head back and strode briskly forward. It wasn’t long before she stood before the door to his apartment. 

    Taking a deep breath, she knocked solidly on the door reminiscent of the manner of room service at a hotel. Waiting a few moments, she knocked again. There was still no answer so she took the ring of keys and started trying them in the lock. The third key turned easily and the door knob turned with little effort. Looking right and left, she pushed the door open and as quickly, shut it behind her. Her eyes opened wide and she took in a quick breath as she looked around the room. 

    Good grief! What happened to this place? Robert must have had a fight here. He must have hurt someone and didn’t want to tell anyone. …But who shot him and why, she worried. She dodged all the debris as she walked back to the bedroom. Good Grief! she thought as she saw the bedroom was in the same shape. This wasn’t any fight, she realized as she picked up a pile of slashed pants. Somebody must have been pretty mad at him. What am I doing here? she thought as she looked around. What kind of man is Robert? He’s been nice to me but you can’t learn about a person in one day. Go with your instincts, she thought. With determination, she started looking for underwear and clothing that was intact. 

    Thirty minutes later, she had a respectable pile of clothing. Some will even match decently, she mused. Looking around she came up with a couple of grooming aids and added them to her stack. Janet carefully scanned the room for forgotten items. Why do I choose all the lost puppies? 

    She had a stack of odds and ends in both arms as she managed, with two fingers, to ease the door shut. She fumbled for the right key to lock the door. 

    Suddenly a strong hand grasped her right shoulder. 

    "All right lady. Hold it right there," said a gruff voice from behind her. 

    Realizing that this man was one of the ones looking for Robert, she spun around to face her assailant. The man was short, even shorter than her and had a hard look on his face. 

    "What are you doing here?" he demanded. 

    Knowing she better do something fast, she tossed the clothes in his face and kicked him solidly in the shin. 

    He let out a yelp and almost fell down as she ran past him. Almost past, she slammed backward from the vicious jerk on her hair. Janet hit the floor so hard it knocked the breath out of her. The man was suddenly over her and she couldn’t do anything as she took wracked breath after abortive breath. 

    The man reached into his back pocket and drew something out. Janet knew he was going to shoot her but she wouldn’t turn away. Still fighting for breath, she wouldn’t take her eyes off his. 

    "I’m a police officer," the man said and held out a badge case. "You’re under arrest for assault and battery. What were you doing in Thales apartment?" 

    It was so ironic…so funny. When Janet could breathe again, she began to laugh. She was so relieved she kept laughing…quietly. 

    The man took her laughter for sobbing and tried to comfort her. 

    "My name is Jeff Grimes. I’m sorry I had to do that but you hit me first," he said softly. 

    She stopped laughing and then realizing that he thought she was crying; she began laughing again. 

    "Just stop crying for a minute and tell me what you are doing in Robert Thales apartment," he asked. 

    "I was trying to bring him some clothes," she stated under control. 

    "Bring him…then you know where he is. The intelligence division has been asking about him since last night. I came up here to see if I could find out what all the fuss is about," he said. 

    When she didn’t say anything, Grimes continued. 

    "Look. R.T. is a friend of mine. Is he okay? Where is he?" Grimes asked. 

    "He’s okay. He just needed some clothes," she said. 

    "Where is he? I need to talk with him. When I saw his car downstairs and he hadn’t answered the phone; I got worried," he said. 

    "His car is here?" Janet said incredulously. Come to think of it, Robert hadn’t said how he got over to her house. "You’re a friend of his?" she asked. 

    "Call me Jeff," he said and offered a hand to help her up. Sorry I did that. You okay?" 

    Janet got up and brushed off her blouse and pants. "I guess so," she answered. "My name is Janet." She had a sudden inspiration. "You want to see Robert. How about doing him a favor?" 

    "How is that?" asked Grimes suspiciously. 

    "You said you’re a friend of his and you want to talk with him. Right?" Janet said. 

    "Sure. So," Grimes said. 

    "I’ve got Robert’s keys. You follow me in Robert’s car. You go in and talk with Robert and then I’ll drive you back. How about it?" she asked. 

    "Fine. Have you known him long?" he asked as they gathered up the clothes. 

    "Not long. Has he done anything illegal?" she asked. 

    "Thales? You’ve got to be kidding. He’s as straight as they come. All I can figure is he must have stumbled into something," he stated. 

    "Good," she said. I hate relying on intuition alone, she thought. "Here, can I help you with these clothes?" 

    "Sure," Grimes said. "…if you don’t mind me limping," he said and grinned and grimaced. 

    "Sorry," Janet said feeling happy. I hope your shin hurts as much as my head, she thought as she smiled outwardly at Grimes. 

    They walked downstairs silently with Grimes taking the lead when they got outside. 

    "It’s over here," he pointed and she nodded assent. 

    They soon stood beside the old car. 

    "This is it? It isn’t much," Janet said. "Here are the keys. You just follow me." 

    "Why don’t you tell me where you’re going in case we get separated?" Jeff asked. 

    "Nope…My game — my rules. When we get close I’ll go to Robert and you wait in the car," she said. 

    "I thought you believed me. Why all this cloak and dagger stuff?" Jeff asked. 

    "Robert is in trouble…of some sort. I want to talk to him first. Then you can talk to him. I don’t know who to trust yet," she said and thought, that was for damn sure…I’m not sure whom to trust. 

    "Okay. Okay. Where are you parked?" he said as he climbed in and searched through the ring of keys to find the General Motors key that would start the car. 

    Janet began to walk toward her car and the razor fell off her stack. "Pick that up for me if you would," she said indicating the razor with her toe. "That blue Miata is mine. I’ll drive past and you fall in behind me." 

    "Whatever it takes," Jeff said as he handed her the razor and found the key and started the engine. The car started up easily. 

    Janet laid the pile of clothes on her front seat when the flash and sound of the concussion hit her. She turned around in shock. Robert’s car had exploded…with Jeff Grimes inside. She held on to the open door and tears rolled down her cheeks. Tears for a man she had known for only a few minutes. A man killed by a bomb meant for another she had known for only a day. 

    Someone had tried to kill… Robert. They would try again. She slumped over her steering wheel. Looking over her shoulder at the still burning shell of Robert’s car, she gripped the wheel ‘til her knuckles turned white. With the tears drying on her face, she started the engine and roared out of the parking lot. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

    [bookmark: _Toc282781820][bookmark: _Toc282861049][bookmark: _Toc282862116][bookmark: _Toc283478816][bookmark: _Toc289881707]CHAPTER 7 

     

    Lorenzo Hayes and Richard Adam had worked together for three years. Today they were assigned surveillance duty …surveillance duty of a fellow officer’s apartment? For most of those three years, Lorenzo and Richard had been working on the largest case of their career. They had been building a case on Leo Hoang. They suspected Hoang of involvement in cocaine distribution, numbers, prostitution, intellectual piracy (Movies and the like), money laundering and being politically connected in the upcoming mayoral race. There had been little progress up until six months ago. That’s when they had got their association charting to start paying off. Turning over some new pen register records to their software had finally made sense of Hoang’s organization. 

    Yesterday, two of Hoang’s bodyguards disappear and a surveillance report had tentatively identified a fellow officer as being involved. This officer, Robert Thales, was mixed up with Hoang somehow. Lorenzo had given the judge enough information to get a wiretap on Thales’s apartment and a ‘birddog’ (tracker) on Thales’s car. Richard had bugged the phone and placed the birddog on the car at about one a.m. that morning. The long vigil had lasted only eight hours before they had some activity in Thales apartment. They knew Thales would use his car sometime soon. They were trying to get Hoang on a R.I.C.O. (Racketeering Influenced Corrupt Organization) statute. They sure didn’t want Thales to blow their operation. It had been hard enough to get the court order for the bugging without telling the Federal judge too much. Hoang had friends in the federal judicial system. They only got the court order because it was for a cop. 

    The two police intelligence officers were speculating on the case as they ate a sacked meal. 

    "How is this Thales guy involved? I can’t figure it." Richard Adam was clearly puzzled. 

    "He was the same one that killed those two black kids in that armed robbery a couple of nights ago," Lorenzo said. 

    "Okay. So how does that tie in to Hoang?" 

    "That’s what it is all about," Lorenzo said indicating the monitoring equipment. "He kills two armed robbers and shows up a couple of days later and is involved when two of Hoang’s men disappear. There has to be a connection. I don’t believe in coincidence. It’s not like we talk about Hoang in in-service. How would a street cop know about this?" Lorenzo stated bleakly. 

    "This thing is too big. We ought to turn this over to the Feds. They can handle it," Richard said and grinned because this standard joke never failed to irritate his partner. 

    "That’s close," Lorenzo said with disgust and started eating his sandwich. 

    Two cups of coffee later they saw some activity near the officer’s car. 

    "Look at this…a guy and a gal by his car. I recognize the guy from somewhere," Richard said. 

    "Thales must be pulling out. I’m glad we got over here last night. She’s got some clothes," Lorenzo said. "They must be taking the car and clothes over to him," Lorenzo said and leaned over and tripped the power on the ‘birddog’ receiver. 

    "She’s getting into a blue Miata. Yeah…I can’t quite make out the license," Richard said and was just beginning to stretch when the blast hit the van and rocked it violently. 

    "Damn! The damn car just blew up! Damn. This is gonna blow it. Damn!" Lorenzo said sitting in astonishment. 

    "No. No it won’t." Richard said already recovering. "You can’t do anything for that guy. Let’s follow the girl. I’m not going to come out of this empty handed. Call the fire department. Call the bomb squad…but let’s follow that girl. Okay?" 

    "Okay. Okay. Fuck! You drive," Lorenzo said. 

    "You didn’t think I was gonna let you drive, did you?" Richard said and Lorenzo grumbled. 

    Richard started the van and began to follow the woman’s car. Lorenzo stared back at the burning wreck. "Damn…another damn tracker module destroyed," he said quietly. 
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    Janet drove doggedly back to her townhouse. She drove like a zombie; oblivious to anything but what had happened. 

    He seemed …so young, she thought. Why would he have to die? What had Robert done …what did Robert know that would cause someone to try to kill him? She thought as she drove totally by instinct. It took little time to drive the short distance back to her Forest Hills townhouse. She parked directly in front of the house. Janet clutched the pile of clothes and got out of the car. She headed for the front door seeing nothing to either side. Home was safe. Home was refuge. 

    But ...what do I do about Robert? She thought in anguish. Jeff had said Robert was ‘as straight as they come.’ What should I do? I’m not ready for complications in my life. Should I trust the words of a dead man? Janet was torn by the events of the last twenty-four hours. With more than a little fear of Robert and for Robert — she entered the house. She never saw the dull van as it drove slowly past when she was entering.  

     

    **** 

    Janet set her bundle on a hall chair and walked back to the studio room where Robert lay on the floor. She stood framed in the doorway and looked at him sleeping peacefully. He looks so calm, so innocent right there. What could he have been involved in? I wish he’d wake up. I’ve got a million questions to ask him. I’ve got to get him away from me, she thought as she recounted what had happened to Jeff Grimes. 

    Robert forced his eyes open. Janet. Janet was standing in the doorway. He stretched and grimaced as he unwittingly stretched his healing right arm. He lay there and just looked at her for a moment. Stretching out his mind to her he quested for her thoughts because she looked so troubled. 

    A miasma of thought swirled through her mind. Grief, hate, and fear all spun together. Her mind was awash with emotion. It was more than Robert could stand. When he touched her mind, he had been affected — influenced by the same emotions that were bothering her. All of this happened in an eye blink. Robert withdrew from her mind and for the first time; consciously blocked receiving any more sub-vocalized thoughts. When he was about to ask her what happened, she spoke; cutting him off. 

    "Well. You ought to know everything by now," she said too shocked to cry. "Why did he have to die? What have you done that people are trying to kill you! Answer me. Answer me damn you!" she yelled taking a step forward. 

    "What? Slow down. I don’t know what you are talking about. Who died?" he asked. 

    "Jeff Grimes died. Can’t you read minds or do you just like me to say it? He’s dead. He’s dead and it should have been you. I almost died myself. I almost died and I don’t know why. What have you done?" she said with her words trailing off to a whisper as she leaned her head against the doorframe and began to cry. 

    Robert threw the blanket off him and struggled to his feet. Ignoring he pain he hobbled over to her and gently grabbed her arms. 

    “Get off of me! Damn you. You freak. Get away from me. Haven’t you done enough …I just want my life back to normal. You can walk!" she screeched. "You were probably lying about everything. Get your things and get out of my house. Get away from here. Get out of my life!" she yelled. 

    "I just…" he started to say but she cut him off. 

    "I don’t want to hear it. Get out of here. Get out!" she yelled. 

    Robert turned around meekly to get his belongings. I have imposed on her too much, he thought. I had better leave. Reaching out with his mind, he ‘saw’ the explosion of his car. Good god, Jeff. What have I done? How could it have happened? The bomb underneath — near the tire! I never told anybody about the bomb and now Jeff is dead. What am I doing to everyone around me? 

    Suddenly other thoughts began to intrude on his consciousness. Robert looked up at the back door. 

    Janet saw his stare and stopped crying. "What’s the matter?" she asked. "What is it?" 

    Robert heard the thoughts from both doors now. He looked quickly to the front door just prior to the buzzer going off. 

    When the buzzer went off, Janet jumped like she had been hit. The sound had been startling in the quiet rooms. 

    "Who is it?" she asked Robert, eyes wide with fear. "It’s the same ones who killed Jeff. Now they’ve come for you, haven’t they? Oh god." 

    Robert forced himself to relax and let the thoughts flow into his mind. He felt the callous, professional thoughts of the men — one at each door. 

    "No. It’s not them. These are police officers," Robert said knowing he would have to talk with officers sooner or later. “There’s another one at the back door," he said. 

    "Police. Thank god," she said and rushed to open the front door. As the door swung wide, Janet saw the short, middle-aged white man with a bulging waistline. 

    "I’m…" the man started to say as he reached into his brown polyester jacket for his identification. 

    "Yes officer. I was just going to call you," she said, interrupting him before he got out another word. "He’s inside. I’ll go let in your partner," she said and abruptly turned back into the house leaving Detective Adam standing on the front steps with his mouth hanging open.  

    …And I thought I was good, Adam thought. She must have made us as we drove back. 

    Detective Lorenzo Hayes stood on the back steps of the townhouse waiting for his partner to call him on his radio. The door rattled briefly and opened before Hayes knew it. He stood without cover as he faced the woman he had followed. He cursed himself for his carelessness at being caught so unprepared. Hayes was thankful the woman had not noticed his discomfiture. She seemed preoccupied and nervous. She didn’t appear to be armed. 

    "Officer. Thales is in here. Your partner is already inside. Please come in," Janet said distraught. "This way," she said walking back to the studio room. 

    When she got to the studio room, Robert was sitting down in an easy chair and Detective Adam, disoriented, finally came into the room. 

    "Gentlemen. Have a seat, will you?" Robert said seizing the initiative. 

    Adam was about to sit down when Hayes spoke up. "No thank you. We’ll just stand," at which point Adam straightened back up and looked with displeasure at his slim partner. "I’m Detective Sergeant Hayes and this is Detective Adam." 

    "How can I help you sergeant?" Robert asked, his face passive. He let his attention stretch out to the strong currents of these men’s minds. Each was a whirlpool of conflicting emotion. Attempting to concentrate on only the questioner, Robert opened his mind to any of Hayes thoughts. This technique helped clear his understanding and Robert could ‘hear’ the questions and some of the reasons they were asked before the detective actually spoke. 

    Hayes looked at the woman and then nodded to his partner. Robert intercepted the unspoken words exchanged between the detectives at the moment. Split them up and question her separately. Then we’ll compare. 

    Detective Adam asked Ms. Gaines if she would step into another room while his partner talked with Mister Thales. 

    When Janet and his partner, Richard Adam, had left the room; Hayes turned back to Robert. 

    "You’re Officer Robert Thales. Correct?" he asked. 

    "You know that. What do you want?" Robert asked. 

    "Let me ask the questions Thales. You’re in big trouble," Hayes stated. 

    "I’ll be happy to answer civil questions in a civil manner. Don’t try to pressure me. You’re on shaky legal ground right now anyway. Why don’t you get to the point?" Robert countered. 

    I hate wise ass cops. Next, he’ll be saying I’m violating his civil rights. Well. If he wants it laid right out; let’s see if he can take it, Hayes thought. "You were seen leaving the penthouse of Leo Hoang. Two of his guards disappear right after you leave and Hoang goes to the hospital with severe head injuries." 

    "What are you accusing me of, sergeant?" Robert asked. 

    "You leave Hoang and within twenty-four hours your car is blown up, killing another man who hasn’t been identified yet," Hayes said. "Right now you look pretty involved." 

    "Jeff," Robert said grimly looking at the floor. 

    "Who?" Hayes questioned. 

    "Jeff Grimes," Robert said. "Officer Jeff Grimes. He was a…friend. He was the one in the car," Robert said looking up at the detective. 

    "Grimes. How was he involved?" Hayes asked. 

    Robert felt his anger and grief flame. "Involved! Involved! You son-of-a-bitch! Is that all you can say when a fellow officer is killed? So far, I’m guilty of visiting some guy and then I’m guilty of having my car blown up! You should be looking for the guy who did it," Robert said. "All Jeff was involved with was trying to bring me my car." 

    "I’m looking for the reason someone would try to bomb an honest cop’s car Mister Thales," Hayes said satisfied he’d hit a nerve. 

    "Officer Thales, Hayes," Robert corrected. Robert turned his attention to Janet and Detective Adam in the other room. Robert clearly felt, no…felt wasn’t the right word…tasted. Yes. Tasted… the flavor of their minds…As different and distinct in quality and texture as gourmet food. He detected Janet’s spoken words with his mind as she spoke to Detective Adam in the adjoining room. 

    "…But I am telling the truth. He can read minds. Ask him," Janet said to Detective Adam. 

    Why do I get all the kooks? Detective Adam thought in disgust. 

    "Honest. Why do you think he was shot?" Janet said to Adam. 

    "Shot? Did you say shot? Where?" Adam asked Janet. If he was shot and didn’t report it — it proves he’s tied up with Hoang. Damn. If he’s tied up with Hoang – then… we could have just blown the whole operation. Maybe we can use him as an informant. I wonder where this Gaines girl ties in. She’s sure got a screw loose though she sure is a looker, Adam thought.  

    Adam got up and walked to the studio room door. 

    "Excuse me sergeant. Could I have a word with you?" Adam said to Hayes. 

    Hayes turned back to Robert. "You will excuse me for a moment?" Hayes said bitingly. 

    "Why, certainly sergeant," Robert said sarcastically. 

    The two detectives talked with each other for a moment and Adam gestured toward Robert. Robert intercepted their thoughts /conversation and became uncomfortable. It was all he could do not to adjust the bandage on his upper arm. Hayes walked back over with a gleam in his eye. 

    "So. Done any pushups this morning? No. Is your arm sore? My …My. You were a busy boy yesterday," Hayes said. 

    "Yes. I have two bullet wounds. No, I didn’t report them. No, I didn’t go to the hospital. Neither act is against the law," Robert said. 

    "Yes, but these are not the actions of a honest, concerned citizen …and to think. You almost had me convinced you were just a victim of circumstance. Why don’t you tell me your story, now; like you should have when we first came in?" Hayes said. 

    Robert found it difficult to probe their minds when he was under so much pressure. 

    How can I tell them anything they will believe? He thought. I’ll tell them the truth they can believe then. If I mention that I can ‘read’ minds — they’ll have me in for psychiatric evaluation. If they do that and Hoang finds out — I’m a dead man. Robert straightened and looked slowly from one detective to the other and noticed that Janet had edged around the corner to hear this too. The pause was dramatic. 

    "I’ll tell you what happened but I want you to promise me one thing," Robert said. 

    "No promises Thales. I can’t grant you a pardon," Hayes said. 

    Robert bit back a sharp reply and continued. "I’ll tell you everything that happened of my own free will, if… if you will not interrupt me at any point with questions until I am finished. No promise of that and I won’t tell you the time of day," Robert said. 

    "No questions?" Hayes asked and was a bit surprised. He hadn’t heard that one before and he thought he had heard everything. This ought to be a whopper. 

    "Only when I finish and then I may or may not answer them," Robert said. 

    "He can read minds," Janet said interrupting. 

    "Sure," Adam said irritated and glancing over his shoulder at Janet, "I can do magic and I’m about to show you my smile vanish if you interrupt again." 

    "Get on with it Thales," Hayes said to Robert and glanced reprovingly at his partner. 

    Robert did his best to relax. He told them how he saw somebody messing with his car and how he surprised him. Hayes thought about how he wanted to ask Robert who it was and what type of car the guy drove, so Robert, intercepting his thoughts, put in enough details to squelch any questions. Hayes didn’t believe that the bomber would have told Robert anything. Robert convinced him that the man had driven over to this nice neighborhood and roared away the minute Robert stepped out of the car. 

    Hayes was suspicious but Thales’s story did add up. Hayes was hoping that there was some way Thales hadn’t blown his operation on Hoang. Sergeant Hayes was feeling more relieved as Robert continued his story. 

    Robert told how these two men, bodyguards obviously, came out and grabbed him in the lobby of the building and took him up the elevator to the private penthouse. The guards questioned him on why he was looking for Mister Hoang. He said he got shot when he tried to get away while struggling to get his second gun out. He said they had only taken one gun off him when they searched him but he got that back when he escaped. Robert said he never saw Hoang and then he got a gypsy cab to drive him straight to Janet’s house. 

    As Hayes and Adam listened, Janet spoke up. "Can’t you see? He knows what you want to believe and he’s telling you just that. Arrest him. Get him out of my life. I saw a man killed today because of him," Janet said letting out her frustration at having no control over the situation. 

    "Obviously you have this Hoang guy under surveillance. Why don’t you call up and check up on my story and then you can arrest me or whatever you plan to do?" Robert turned to Janet. "I didn’t mean to complicate your life. I only wanted to share some time with charming company. I’ll leave with these men," Robert said. 

    "I’ll do just that Thales," Hayes said and stepped to the kitchen where he radioed a surveillance team to call him at Janet’s number. 

    Nobody said anything as the four waited for the call to the sergeant. Robert laid back in the chair and shut his eyes like he was resting but he really was reaching out to ‘hear’ the sergeant’s thoughts. 

    The phone rang and Robert ‘tuned in’ on the harsh but precise pre-vocalized thoughts of Hayes. The other observation team was observing the elevators to Hoang’s penthouse but there was other news that perked Hayes attention. Robert caught the excitement in Hayes mind from the call. 

    So, Jeff Grimes was the officer who was killed in Thales’s car. Thales was right. Who? Jose Ramos was found shot in the head and heart! Thales could have done… dead for only a couple of hours. Hoang I’ll bet. Thales could have been telling the truth. Hoang’s bodyguards have been doubled and his two regulars aren’t around. What? …medical equipment in the penthouse? What the hell is going on? The clerk says Robert appeared to be a close friend of Mister Hoang because he knew many intimate details. What would Hoang need with medical help and more bodyguards unless someone — …Thales? …tried to kill him. They won’t stop with one try. They’ll try again. How is Thales involved? I’ll put a tail on Thales and when they kill him, we’ll arrest the killer and try to connect it with Hoang. If he isn’t killed, I’ll follow him ‘til he screws up. 

    Hayes walked back into the room and motioned Adam to step out for a quick conference. Janet looked at Robert with embarrassment. 

    I don’t know how to deal with someone like you. They think I’m crazy, she thought. 

    Robert said, “They’re not going to arrest me but I’ll leave when they do." 

    "Why not?" she blurted and then blushed. Why not? She thought. 

    "They don’t have any proof that would stand up in court. What would they charge me with?" Robert said quietly. 

    "You must have done something or people wouldn’t be trying to kill you," she said. 

    Robert shrugged and grimaced from the pain. "I’m not the enemy Janet. It’s not always so clear cut in real life. I just got in the middle of all this," he said. 

    "I wish I could believe that. You know what I want to believe and you’re just saying what I want to hear. I don’t know what to believe," she said sniffling. 

    Robert let out a long sigh and slumped back in the chair. Damned if you do and damned if you don’t, he thought in frustration. 

    Adam and Hayes came back in the room. 

    "We’re going to let you slide right now, Thales," Hayes said. "The fella that put the bomb in your car ended up with a hole in his head in a back alley.” 

    Janet gasped and Robert couldn’t find the energy to act surprised. 

    "You’re playing with some pretty rough characters. You could well be next. I don’t know if you’re involved…yet… but I’m not finished with you. I think you’re dirty," Hayes said. 

    "…And if I’m not dirty?" Robert asked tiredly. 

    Then I’ve screwed up and I’ll owe your corpse an apology, Hayes thought but said nothing. 

    Hayes nodded at Adam and they left unceremoniously. 

    Why do I get all the nuts? Adam thought as he looked at Janet on the way out. 

    Robert made a decision as the detectives walked out the door. 

    "May I use your cell before I go?" 

    "All right, “Janet said. I almost feel sorry for you, she thought and went to her room to fix her makeup. 

    Robert savagely punched the number. 

    "Assistant Chief Maitlan’s Office. Mrs. Malone," came the answer. 

    Robert got some crusty assistant chief on the phone and said his piece. No, he couldn’t stay a police officer after killing two teenagers. He lied, magnifying his discomfiture. The assistant chief vaguely tried to talk him into staying but as he talked, Robert got the distinct impression that the person he was talking to didn’t even know who he was. Call personnel. Fine. 

    Robert called personnel where they told him exactly how quitting worked. Yes, they said, he was officially terminated in good standing as of this moment without the two week formal notice. Yes, they said, they would let him bring in all the issue equipment in next week. No, they said, he wouldn’t receive his next check until all equipment had been turned in and accounted for. 

    As he hung up, he felt the awesome letdown. It should have been more melodramatic to quit than it was. No one cared.  

    Robert sat down a little lost. His entire adult life had been spent in government service and now he was… a private citizen with full rights but no special privileges. The thought was sobering. 
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    Leo Hoang didn’t wake with a slight concussion; he awoke with an obsession. His fear of Officer Robert Thales was masked by a compulsion to have him killed. Hoang realized the threat Thales implied to his organization. Minds could not be guarded from the likes of Thales. It would be far easier to have this threat removed before it could be nourished.  

    Hoang’s first tasks on regaining consciousness were to call his guards and his doctor. The corpses that lay sprawled in the penthouse were efficiently packaged in old carpets and small boxes and removed. A whole corpse could not be placed in any one box or carpet. The guards were as callous as they were efficient. The city incinerator that heated and cooled the downtown would not leave any residue since the teeth had been removed and powdered. Hoang called a trusted subordinate after additional guards were in place and he had been treated for a cut upper lip, broken nose and concussion. 

    Hoang turned in answer to the knock on the study door. Ismal came, quietly, into the room. Tall and muscular, with middle-eastern features and skin, Ismal contrasted sharply to Leo Hoang’s small frame. The men had met years before and though they contrasted in styles and taste dramatically; they had hit it off instantly. Hoang had gone into ‘management’ and Ismal had gone into ‘enforcement’ of decisions. Hoang enjoyed the conflict of wits and Ismal enjoyed dispensing quick justice. 

    Hoang trusted and appreciated Ismal. Trusted him for his loyalty, like that of a hound and appreciated him for his single-mindedness. Once Ismal took a ‘job’ and would work ‘til it was completed. Unlike Hoang, who could handle many details at once — Ismal was useless except for the completion of the ‘job’ he was first assigned. This intensity of purpose made him deadly — the final arbiter — hence his nickname, Jihad. 

    Ismal approached and spoke first for there was no rivalry between the two men. They were too different to compete with each other. 

    "Ramos has been taken care of…personally," Ismal said with his slightly British accent. 

    "Good. It should be an object lesson for our freelancers. I want you to take care of another man for me," Hoang said staring at the wall as he sipped a tall glass of juice. 

    "You mean this Robert Thales guy. Correct?" Ismal asked. 

    "Yes. He’s become a personal interest of mine," Hoang said moving his head to stare at his cohort. 

    "Personal," said Ismal with distaste. "Personal interests are dangerous. I wondered why you didn’t claim he attacked you and killed two of your men. Then he would have been taken care of by is own people — rather ironic," Ismal said calmly while still standing. 

    Hoang noticed his friend as he stood towering over him. One always got the impression of a coiled snake, ready to strike, whenever he talked to Ismal. Sipping some more juice, Hoang sighed and explained. 

    "True. He would have been arrested and probably found guilty but not of any capital charge. Any trial would take too long and ask too many awkward questions. He is not the usual policeman and he knows too much. I cannot afford it if he talks. I want you to do this personally. You can have as much help as you need," Hoang said again staring and gripping his glass until his knuckles turned white. 

    "How is he different? He is obviously fairly proficient with a gun but that is nothing. How can he know so much about you? He is just a street officer? He is not part of any special task force. I already checked," Ismal said attempting to ferret out the real reason for the vendetta. A punch in the face and two killings would be enough for most people but Ismal thought he sensed something deeper — a gut wrenching fear, deeply concealed by his patron. 

    "He is not JUST a street officer!" Hoang yelled. 

    Ismal’s eyes widened with surprise for Leo Hoang NEVER yelled. Ismal decided to remain silent in hopes of eliciting more information. When Hoang said nothing more, Ismal waited and then turned and began to walk away. 

    "Ismal," Hoang said and the tall man stopped and turned slowly around. "My friend…be careful with this one. He is more than he seems," Hoang said deliberately. 

    Ismal turned and walked out of the room. He was angry with his friend. Leo had assigned him a job yet he had not confided all the information he possessed. That was not normal. That was not like Leo. He would have to call in favors simply to locate the subject quickly. Maybe he should talk with the head of the Police Intelligence Section and mention his brother. Yes, Ismal thought, that should bring some prompt information. He really was angered by his master’s intransigence. 
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    Robert painfully gathered his belongings and dressed in one of the clean outfits Janet had brought back from his apartment. At least I’ve got a whole shirt and clean underwear, Robert thought as he hobbled about. Janet was messing around in the kitchen and couldn’t help but ‘hear’ her confused mixture of thoughts as she went through the gamut of emotion. She went from self pity and depression to pity and compassion in less than ten minutes time. Robert was constantly amazed at the subvocalized thought trains people went through. Janet’s were so different from his own it was if she was of a different species. Finally, she made a decision and stalked to the study door. 

    He kept dressing as if it would take another hour. Getting another shoe on MAY take another hour he mused and didn’t look up ‘til she spoke. 

    "I see you’re still here," she said and immediately blushed. That was a stupid thing to say, she thought and he received the thought with affection. 

    "I’m afraid I’ll never get this shoe on. I need to hail a cab but I don’t think they come here very often," he said. "I hate to call one and leave your address with someone else." 

    "That’s okay," she said and smiled. After a pregnant pause she said, "Maybe I could give you a ride." 

    He looked at her face questioningly and tilted his head slightly to one side. He was unable to read her boil of thoughts and emotion. 

    "I don’t want to leave," he said. 

    "I’ll be all right," she answered quietly. 

    "That’s not why I want to leave Janet," he said and walked over to her, ignoring his pain. 

    "What do you mean?" she asked fascinated and confused… …Fascinated by this person who had brought the thrill of living into her life. She was hooked as a bird in its deadly fascination with a snake. She was also confused by her fear and imbalance he caused in her life. 

    Robert felt her unspoken words, yet felt her interest and desire. Standing close to her, he took his left hand and brushed the tear from her cheek — gently. He experienced her mixture of fear and desire in his mind using his new talent. Putting his hand behind her neck, he pulled her to him and pressed his lips to hers as she closed her eyes and enfolded him with her arms. He experienced her pleasure as well as his own as he became lost in the shared sensations. 

    Kneeling on the soft carpet they caressed and lay embraced as they passionately explored the other’s body with their lips and fingertips. He probed her ear with his tongue and nibbled on the base of her neck. She had but to think of where she liked to be touched and he would be doing it reverberating with her feelings as well. No man had ever felt the meaning of foreplay more than he did, as her waves of pleasure became his. He gently removed her blouse and bra and teased her breasts and belly button with his lips. He let his hands brush against her thighs and run through her tightly curled pubic hair almost casually. She groaned and thrust up against him. As he tasted her warmth, he probed with his fingertips, gently — as she grabbed his head, his hair and screamed her pleasure. Her nipples went rigid and her stomach knotted in exquisite surges as she came. 

    They lay quietly panting for a moment and Robert rolled over from her side and began to gently caress her loins again. 

    Too soon. Oh. I’m too sensitive. Wait… wait…Yes. Yes. Oh god. Don’t stop. He slid into her and she grabbed his back and raked his back with her fingernails as he thrust and joined her ecstasy. Pressure mounted and he could barely control himself. He felt her peak, knew he could not contain himself longer and gave up to his release. They shuddered together and then lay together breathless as he gently kissed her eyebrows and neck. They said nothing and lay holding each other covered by a blanket borrowed from Robert’s makeshift bed. 

    Janet lay on Robert’s good shoulder and rubbed his chest. She felt thoughts of trust, and if not love; she felt care and compassion. Robert ran his fingers through her soft black hair. He ‘heard’ her thoughts of care as he had ‘heard’ her thoughts and emotions during their torrid lovemaking. As he stroked her hair, he felt less alone but more vulnerable. He now had someone he cared for...at least, felt comfortable around her right now. Someone other people could reach him through. He’d have to leave her if she was to stay safe but he didn’t have the will to leave right now. 
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    Sergeant Lorenzo Hayes was upset. His captain wanted information on officer Robert Thales. Hayes knew that he and Adam had not told anyone of their interest in Thales so it came as a shock to find that someone else wanted information on Thales. It was disheartening to find that the person wanting the information had the power to compel the head of the intelligence division to ‘demand’ the information from his men. It seemed likely to Hayes that that power came from Leo Hoang. 

    He had reported to the captain and had been forced to reveal his work on Robert Thales. He had only divulged what he could not conceal. Robert’s location, at the woman’s townhouse was something he had to admit. Sergeant Hayes balked when his superior ordered him to lay off Thales in the future. The captain said that this officer was "one of our own and wasn’t guilty of anything so further surveillance was to cease." 

    When Hayes thought about that order, he wondered why he had ever stayed in police work. That son of a bitch, he thought. I hope I never get so weak that someone can call me and cancel an operation. Damned if I’m going to stop that surveillance…I’ll get the goods on Thales and then shove it up the captain’s ass. I’ll never get promoted until we get that black mayor in the next election anyway. I better get back and let Richard get some sleep before he nods out, Hayes thought.  

     

    **** 

     

    Ismal wasted no time after receiving Robert’s address from the head of the police intelligence division. Ismal doubted the captain who had acquired the information would be useful much longer. It might be advantageous to machinate a transfer of another man ‘under obligation’ to Hoang to the intelligence post. Leo should be able to work it out, especially after the election. 

    Ismal got a runner to pick up a copy of Thales personnel file from an underpaid clerk. The photograph was one of Thales in uniform but it would have to do. Trusting no one else, Ismal drove past the address where Thales was purported to be staying. He noticed an old van with reflectorized windows as he drove quietly through the neighborhood. He checked the description of the van against a database of all vehicles confiscated by the police. One fit the bill to the letter. You’d think they would do more than ding it up and put on pinstripes. Amateurish. 

    Ismal laughed to himself. A little money to a secretary that handled the confiscated vehicles in the legal department and anyone could get a list that described most vehicles that would be used in police surveillance or undercover operations. Thales must still be at the address and under surveillance. Little matter, thought Ismal. I should be able to divert these officers easily. Funny how lax the security was for information within the police department. No wonder there is so much crime, he thought and chuckled. 

    Carefully noting a pile of newspaper and mail at a Brownstone down the street from the surveillance van, Ismal formed his plan. The brownstone he picked was a block and a half from the address Thales was staying and on the opposite side of the street. He drove around the block and found an alley to the rear. Approaching the home from the rear, he got out of his car and went to the trunk. 

    Ismal looked around casually and then took the folded green coveralls from his trunk and put them on. Ismal chuckled. I’ll be an exterminator, he thought. He set aside a tool belt and ball cap. Then he got the shiny sprayer and clipped the top open — ready to fill. He took an unmarked can of gasoline and filled the sprayer. He could just as easily been a gas reader or telephone lineman. He whipped on his cap and then savagely twisted the top of the sprayer closed. Setting it beside his feet, he pumped it up and straightened. 

    Ismal calmly walked through the gate and up to the back door of the brownstone. Calmly knocking on the door he waited for a response. When there was none, as he had expected due to the mail out front, he took a heavy screwdriver out of his back pocket and shoved it through the jamb. The flimsy spring latch resisted feebly at best and the door swung open. 

    He walked rapidly into the home and checked from room to room to make sure that there weren’t any bedridden or sleeping occupants. He slipped on some work gloves and turned up the wall thermostat so it would not switch on while he was spraying and turned an eye of the stove on high. Satisfied that there were no occupants he began to spray the furniture the drapes with gasoline. He covered three other rooms then let the pressure out and poured the rest on the kitchen floor. It took only a few seconds. He then soaked a handful of paper towels with water and laid it on the eye of the stove which he turned up to high. It was just beginning to make a sizzling noise as he walked calmly inspected his work and wiped the fingerprints off the doorknobs with his handkerchief. He carried the empty sprayer and popped them into his trunk. 

    Still wearing the coveralls, he drove slowly away. He was sure to use an adjacent street out of view of the surveillance van. He drove several blocks past the address for Thales using a parallel street. Then he drove across and back, behind, close to the Gaines townhouse. He slipped the car into park and then leaned back in the seat and relaxed. Crude but effective, he thought. Must have been an insurance job, he thought to himself and chuckled. 
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    Richard Adam was happy to have Lorenzo back in the van with him. It was so easy to miss something when you were by yourself. Well. It was Lorenzo’s turn to watch for any movement from Thales. Funny how he could hardly keep his eyes open a few minutes ago and now, at the end of his turn, he couldn’t sleep. Damn police work. If this is glamour and excitement, I hope I’m never bored. 

    Richard heard a faint ‘whoosh’ and ‘thump’ and heard glass break down the street behind them. He sat up and idly looked out the back window. 

    "Look at this!” he yelled, and bolted out the back door. 

    Adam was away from the van and running down the street before Lorenzo had turned around and realized what was happening. 

    "Damn!’ he blurted and called the fire department. Lorenzo Hayes was torn between keeping an eye on Robert Thales and joining his partner, Richard. “Adam. You stupid shit," he said quietly and pulled the doors shut. Looking from the townhouse under surveillance to where his partner was running, Lorenzo still sat immobile. "Adam…Got to be a hero…they don’t pay us enough to be heroes…" he mumbled and watched his partner continue to run toward the burning brownstone a half block away. Seeing his partner trying to enter the burning building finally spurred him to action. "Damn!" he said vehemently, pushed open the rear door and went loping after his partner. My worst situations have ALWAYS been when I had to get my partners out of trouble, he thought as he listened to the approaching sirens. 

     

     

    **** 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

     

    Ismal also heard the yelp of the approaching fire engines. Ismal calmly extracted the .380 Walther from the locked briefcase beside him. He carefully checked the ammo to make sure it was the hand loaded, sub-sonic rounds as the sirens grew louder. Exactingly, he took the eighteen centimeter long black suppressor from the case and threaded the three centimeter offset tube into the milled and tapped barrel of the Walther. He was proud of his handiwork. The oiled slide functioned superbly as the round slid off the mag and slammed into the chamber. The tiny chamber indicator stuck out as designed and Ismal felt it with his thumb before removing the mag, topping it off and reinserting it into the gun. The gun fit nicely in the pocket of his coveralls designed for tools. 

    From a side pocket, he extracted an odd scalpel-like knife. He removed the safety cover from the razor tip and turned it so the light glinted off it. Heart in hand means heart in hand, Ismal thought. Hoang wants it personal. Hoang gets it personal, Ismal thought with grim eroticism. Ismal heard the sirens stop and the blasting PAs among bustling equipment. He leaned back to wait another minute.  

     

     

    **** 

     

    Robert heard the sirens first. He disregarded them until he realized how close they were. 

    "Janet?" Robert asked. 

    "Yes. I hear them," she said seeing his face. "Okay. I’ll look," she said and sighed as she got up out of the warm bed. Pushing back the curtains, she pressed close to the front window. "It looks like a big fire down the street. There are two …no, three fire engines that I can see." 

    "Odd," Robert said. 

    "It’s a pretty big fire. Three engines isn’t many," Janet said. 

    "No. Not like that. I feel like someone is pressing a pillow over my head," Robert said oddly puzzled by the sensation. 

    "What do you think it is?" Janet asked. "Are you afraid for the people at the fire or something?" 

    "No…No," Robert hesitated. "It’s like I was being wrapped in a blanket, or smothered, or…" Robert’s voice trailed off. 

    "What is it?" Janet said getting concerned at his distress. 

    "Somebody wants to kill me," Robert said in startled awareness. 

    "You’ve known that ever since someone put a bomb under your car." 

    "No …this is close …God damn!" Robert exclaimed. 

    "Give me my gun!" he shouted as he hobbled to his feet. 

    "Which one!" Janet said in a shrill voice. 

    "Any gun! Now! Either one!" he shouted and hobbled over to jerk the Glock 22 from her grasp. 

    They never heard him enter. Suddenly the hall was filled by a shadow with a raised gun. 

    "Get down!" Robert shouted and tried to wheel about but, as he did, he momentarily put his weight on his injured heel and fell flailing backward. 

    Robert’s fall was the only thing that saved his life. He fell backward and heard the ‘thump - thump’ as two silenced bullets smashed the wall mirror behind him. Janet screamed as Robert brought up the Glock and fired awkwardly with his injured hand. The shadowy figure in the hall danced aside and two quick thumps sounded as bullets crashed into the cabinet beside him. 

    Robert fired into the wall where the figure had jumped behind and heard a grunt of pain as a bullet found its mark. The figure bobbed into view and Robert had a good look at the Arabic features with a hooked nose, and grimace of rotten teeth that assaulted him. Robert wasn’t concerned with descriptions long because the figure brought up his weapon again as Robert fired. The thundering din of the .40 caliber, drowned out the silenced thump of the automatic. The assailant’s bullet hit close …so close that it creased Robert’s right cheek causing him to jerk his head to the side. When he focused his watery eyes, he noticed the profound silence. He hunched forward with gun extended while shaking his head to clear his blurry vision. He carefully moved to cover the back door. Dropping to his knees, he lowered his head, did a quick peek around the frame and rolled back against the wall. 

    Nothing, he thought. Where has he gone? That fire happening just then …Damn …I hope Janet doesn’t make the connection. It’s tough enough on her without these daily interruptions. Robert used the doorframe to pull himself up while turning his head from side to side with his eyes closed. 

    "He’s gone," Robert said in a flat voice, sensing the absence of the oppressive thoughts he had felt earlier. 

    "…’e …Who?…" Janet said trying to get her voice to work properly. 

    Robert sensed her fear. "He’s gone," he said. Sensing her fearful question as she stood looking like a frightened child, Robert spoke. "I’ll check every room," Robert said and hobbled off in search of the assailant’s point of entry as Janet huddled behind a heavy studio chair. 

    Robert returned in a few minutes and eased himself down into the chair Janet had been behind. 

    Is he gone? She thought. 

    "Yes. I didn’t find any blood but my second bullet must have hit him. You’re going to need a new lock or a couple of glasses balanced on each door as an alarm if we’re going to stay here," Robert said answering her unspoken questions. 

    "I’m not going to stay here anymore," she said. “I was almost killed. Whomever it is that did this isn’t going to stop until you are dead," she said. They’ll kill me without any qualms. I might know something, she thought on the verge of hysteria. 

    "You don’t want to stay here. It’s probably as safe as anywhere else right now," he said. 

    "If you think I want to stay here …you’re crazy. These people blew up your car today and set fire just to distract you long enough to gun you down," she said. 

    "I didn’t know if you’d realized that yet," he said shyly. 

    "I didn’t realize it until I was saying it. I may be scared senseless but I’m not stupid. Maybe I’m just a little naive. We’ve got to get out of here now," she said. 

    "Huh. How come? Where would we go?" he asked. 

    "You must be a total idiot," she said exasperated. "These people aren’t going to stop until you’re dead. Right?" she said. 

    "Yeah," he said after a pause feeling the hate building inside of him. 

    "We don’t want to wait until they come again do we?" she asked. 

    "No," he said slowly, menacingly. 

    "Well what are you going to do about it? You know who this head guy is. Make him stop," she said emphatically as she stood to face him. 

    "Huh. I don’t think I want to do that?" he said quietly. I’m not even a cop anymore, he thought. 

    Use your new talent, you idiot, she thought and emphasized each word in her mind so he could not miss her meaning. 

    "I’m not an idiot but what do you mean about using my talent? Oh. Maybe you’re right but where will you be?" he asked. 

    "I’m not going to wait around ‘til somebody puts a bomb in my car. I can see why you’re not a detective. How are we going to stop this guy?" she said. 

    "It’s not just a guy. It’s a whole organization. Damn Hoang. Maybe I …we can do something. Maybe I can foul up his whole operation," he said. 

    "That’s better. I just don’t want to be so helpless," she said. "How will that help us?" 

    "We make it so hot for him that he can’t think of anything but staying alive. He’ll pay for what he tried to do to me. We’ve got to get out of here before someone reports those shots," Robert stated and gathered his effects and a change of clothes in a sudden burst of energy. 

    As Janet turned to go upstairs and get her clothes she asked, "I still don’t see how messing up these guys organization is going to pay him back. Why don’t you just kill him?" she said and climbed the steps. 

    "It would be too hard. He’ll be covered with protection. I’ve got something else in mind for him," Robert said with a dim idea growing. "Hurry up!" he shouted after her. "We don’t have much longer ‘til a patrol car makes it here." 

    "How much time?" came the distant call from upstairs. 

    "Not more than three or four more minutes I’d guess," he shouted. 

    A short moment later, he saw Janet bounding down the stairs with an overnight case in her hand. 

    She smiled at him as she rushed past toward the door. "I’ll put on my makeup in the car. Come on cripple," she mocked. 

    "Let me check around outside first and then you follow," he stated and limped after her. "I think it would be a good idea if I gave your car a quick look for any bombs." 

    Janet stopped in mid-stride and handed him the keys like they carried the plague. 
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    Sergeant Lorenzo Hayes turned away from the blazing fire when he saw the squad car rush past. Feeling a sinking trepidation, he took a reluctant step back toward the van. 

    "Richard! Richard! Look!" he yelled to his partner and indicated the marked patrol car. "Damn!" he said explosively and ran toward the officers who were emerging from their car with weapons ready. A second car was pulling in from the other direction. 

    Richard Adam fell in behind his partner who already had a fifty meter lead on him. Running a block, Lorenzo yelled to get the attention of the uniformed officers. 

    The officers were upset to be confronted from two directions at once. Hayes reached into his pocket and the uniformed officer seeing this, leveled her weapon at him. 

    Hayes stopped and held up his hands when he saw the leveled gun. He yelled, "We’re police!" and withdrew his badge case slowly with his left hand. Seeing the flash of the familiar shaped badge caused the officer to lower her weapon. 

    When Lorenzo and Richard ran up to the uniformed officers it was a toss up who was the most nervous. 

    "What section do you work in?" the female officer asked. 

    "Intelligence," Lorenzo answered. "What type of call are you on?" Lorenzo asked fearing the worst. 

    "A neighbor reported some shots fired up here," she said. "How about you two, helping us out? There won’t be anyone else for backup with Rivera in the back. One of you, go in with me in the front and one with Rivera in the back. Okay?" 

    "Sounds okay," Lorenzo said hoping he hadn’t screwed up as bad as he thought he had at the moment. 

    Richard and the uniformed male officer set up in the back as Lorenzo, the female officer and her partner moved toward the front door. They stood by the doorknob side of the front door. A minute of knocking evoked no response. 

    "Kick it?" asked the female officer. 

    "I’ll authorize it. Exigent circumstances and all that …let me do it," Hayes said. 

    "I can handle it, sergeant," the female officer said and stepped back. 

    "Have at it," Hayes said amused at the thought that this female would be able to force open this heavy door. 

    She kicked the door hard and it rattled but didn’t budge. The female office glanced at Sergeant Hayes who grinned in amusement. Goaded by his chauvinism, the female prepared for another try. With a loud yell, her boot smashed into the door and the frame splintered by the locks. The female officer smirked at Hayes and entered with her gun in the low ready, forty-five degrees to the ground. 

    Whatever Hayes expected to find as he searched the townhouse; it wasn’t what he found. He expected to find bodies. He found none. He expected to find blood. He found none. He expected to find Thales, yet he found no one. 

    "Three shots," the female officer said. 

    "What? How many?" Hayes asked. 

    "The complainant said they heard three distinct shots," she said. "Somebody sure left here in a hurry." 

    "Three. You’re sure they said — three?" Hayes said. 

    "Yup. Three," she said. 

    "I count eight bullet holes. They must have used a silencer," he said mumbling to himself. 

    The young officer radioed the group in the back and Hayes opened the door for Rivera and Adam.  

    Rivera said to the female officer, "Hey Rhonda. The back door has been jimmied." 

    "I wonder where they went. You don’t want to tell us something about this case do you," stated the young officer. 

    "Nope," Hayes said. He nodded to Adam. "Let’s go. They couldn’t have too much of a head start on us. You two can handle the paper work, can’t you?" 

    "Intelligence," the young officers said in unison with disgust as they watched the two detectives hustle away. "Just like the FBI…" they mumbled under their breath. 

    When Hayes and Adam were outside the apartment, Lorenzo turned to Richard. "You didn’t tell anyone where Thales was staying and we know he wasn’t followed." 

    "So," Richard commented. 

    "I never talked to anyone over the phone and the radio is encrypted," Lorenzo said. 

    "So," Richard said again. 

    "The only person I told where Thales was staying was our captain," Hayes said. 

    "That stinks," Richard said with disgust and anger. 

    "Don’t I know it," Hayes said as they climbed back into the van. 

    "What do we do now?" Richard asked. 

    "We look for them. That’s what," Hayes said angrily and started the van. "Damn,’ he said quietly. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    Janet drove and Robert anxiously checked for any vehicles that might be following. 

    "Good. Nobody is tailing us," he said. 

    "Where to now? I can’t just keep driving around forever," she questioned. 

    "You know where Michael’s restaurant is on Nolensville?" he asked. 

    "That fern bar right off the inner loop?" she said. 

    "Yeah. Let’s start there," he said shifting uncomfortably in his car seat. Now she’s feeling scared again, he perceived. Why is she mad now? he thought, as he picked up her emotions. 

    "Why Michael’s? The only reason I left with you is so I would have some control over my life. I’m going to stop this car right now if you don’t tell me what you’re planning," she stated emphatically and the car swerved as she turned to look at Robert. 

    "I don’t really know yet. I’m going to try to find out something about some drugs and then I’m going to call a guy I know in Vice and give him enough information to make an arrest," he said feeling her confusion. 

    "How will that get Hoang? Is he tied in with the restaurant?" she asked. 

    "I don’t know. He might be. The place used to be where lots of drug dealers hang around, the white ones anyway. Rumor says they still do," he said and explained when he perceived her unasked question. "Once my buddy in Vice, makes a successful arrest from my information I will be listed as a ‘reliable informant’ for larger drug busts." 

    "How are we going to get all this information? Go up to people and say, Hi. I’m Officer Thales. Are you a dope dealer?" she said sarcastically. 

    "Give me a break. I’m new to all this intrigue too," he said rubbing his temples. 

    I kinda feel sorry for him. He was good in bed last night though…terrific, she thought glancing over at him. He’s just a big pushover… but I don’t like him hearing my thoughts. 

    "You weren’t bad in bed yourself you know," he said in answer to her thoughts. 

    "Quit that. If I want you to read my mind I’ll tell you," she said with a blush staining her face. 

    "Sorry," he said and they rode in strained silence for the remainder of the trip to the restaurant. 

    As they pulled in and parked, Janet turned to him. What now Svengali? she thought at him. 

    "I buy you a long, cool drink," he said. 

    "Clear thinking there," she quipped as they entered the darkened restaurant. 

    Robert kept his reception tightly closed as they were ushered to a table and given menus.  

    Janet ordered a double Bailey on the rocks and Robert ordered a Bloody Mary sans vodka. When the waiter raised his eyebrows, Robert told him he was taking antibiotics. The waiter ambled off to place their orders. Robert tentatively let his perception open to the thoughts around him as they sat sipping their drinks. 

    "What’s the matter?" Janet said and reached over to grab his hand. You just turned white as a sheet. “Did you find out what you wanted?" 

    "I…I feel a little nauseous…dizzy too," he said leaning forward onto his hands to steady himself. 

    "Are you okay?" she asked truly worried. 

    "I’ll feel better in a few seconds," he said motioning her to lean back and straightening in his chair. "It just threw me a bit." 

    "Whew. You’re my only chance and I don’t want to lose now," she said. 

    "That’s touching. That’s the first time I ever tried to probe or receive like that," he said answering her unspoken question. "If you just open up like I did to everyone around you, you’d be swamped by the hideous filth these people carry around in their skulls. I’m glad I didn’t develop this talent as a child. I would never have learned to screen anything out. I would have gone nuts with no one to help or advise me." 

    Janet sat looking at him with her face transfixed with what he would have called concern but was only weary apathy at this point. With her glass held up to drink but not completed, she said, "That explains everything so clearly. How does that stop Hoang?" she asked sipping lightly. 

    You cold hearted, pragmatic bitch, he thought, burning inwardly from her statement. 

    "I’ll try to be selective this time,” he said and carefully concentrated on the customers and employees around him. 

    "That’s disgusting," he stated. "I thought I thought about sex a lot but …these …these make me want to throw up. Some of them anyway." 

    "What about hurting Hoang? How about Hoang?" Janet said single-mindedly. 

    Robert’s head jerked around. 

    "That’s it," he proclaimed leaning closer to her. 

    "Did you find out what you needed," she asked. 

    "Two people near us heard you say ‘Hoang’ and I got a brief burst of interest and associated thoughts when they heard his name. Let’s jog their memories; otherwise this is too hit or miss," Robert said and went over the lines with his companion. 

    "I don’t want an eight ball. I want two kilos," Janet said in a voice loud enough to be heard five tables away even in the din. 

    Robert acted like he was trying to quiet her down as he looked from left to right to see if anyone had heard her outburst. In actuality, he was scanning tables within earshot to see if there was interest in her statement. 

    He leaned over to Janet and whispered, "Bingo." 

    "Which one?" 

    "The guy over by the bar sitting with the blonde with the big breasts," he said purposely not looking. 

    You would notice her chest. "What’s he thinking about now?" she asked. 

    Tits, Robert thought. "He’s thinking about some cocaine he has coming in. He’s got to call somebody …Hugh …to …to pick up the stuff at the airport. This is pretty neat. He’s getting up to use a clean phone," Robert said relaxing to pick up the man’s conversation. 

    "Get a pencil and paper ready. He’s calling the airline to see if the plane is on time. American Airlines Flight 247. Arrives at 7:40 p.m.," Robert said opening his eyes to see if Janet had it all written down. 

    When he opened her eyes, he saw her write ‘American Airlines’ on the back of a cocktail napkin with a stub of a pencil. 

    "Flight 247 at 7:40,’ he said making sure she had it written down. 

    "I’m not a secretary, you chauvinist," she said after his reproachful look. "Do we follow him now?" 

    Robert chuckled. "Nope. He thinks we might be cops or loonies which have no place in regular drug trafficking. He’s getting ready to call Hugh who is to meet the carrier. 

    "Do we follow Hugh? Are they tied in with Hoang?" 

    "No. I don’t think so. We just call Vice — and then let them make the bust." 

    "I still don’t see how that helps us," Janet said. 

    "We establish ourselves as credible informants over the phone by giving detailed descriptions of these drug traffickers and vice will bust them when they have enough probable cause to arrest. From then on our calls can get the vice squad search warrants for Hoang’s operations. First; we get this guy and then we’ll have a chance to shut down Hoang. See. Anyone committing a felony concerning drugs would have done as much for our reliability under the Aquilar-Spinelli informant decisions," Robert said. 

    "I don’t know the legal stuff so I’m hoping you understand what you just said," Janet quipped. 

    "Law class in rookie school," Robert explained. "Get your paper ready. He’s describing the messenger to Hugh and how they’re supposed to recognize each other," Robert said and began to rattle off details of the assignation. 
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    Sergeant Palachos took the call from the secretary without pleasure. He’d had his fill of ‘I’ve got crack heads in front of my house’ calls. It was hard to convince supervisors and the public that there weren’t enough hours in the day to raid all these places. It was hard enough dealing with crack by itself when you had all the guys chewing Kurb and all the other drugs hitting the streets, some not even illegal yet. Palachos said "hello" and watched the caller I.D. display the location of the phone outside of Michaels. 

    Palachos almost slammed the phone down when the caller’s first line was, ‘I don’t want to give my name so call me Tim’. The man kept describing an upcoming deal and Palachos wondered if it would be worth sending a car over to look for a guy on a phone at Michaels …naw, he thought. Maybe next time if this pans out. 

    "You calling from a phone somewhere outside of Michaels, you say?" Palachos said and there was silence for a moment from the caller. 

    The caller spoke again emphatically, "You write down what I’m gonna say. If you don’t I’ll call Internal Affairs and request an investigation as to why you don’t want to arrest a multi-kilo cocaine dealer. Your parents were from Argentina, weren’t they Palachos," the caller said. 

    "How did you know about my parents and my name? I didn’t tell you my name. Why do you want to turn these guys anyway?" 

    "Just write down what I say …better yet …record it," the caller said and began to rattle off details of the upcoming drug transaction. "I hate dopers," the caller said and hung up. 

    Palachos checked the disk and called several officers into his office. This is going to be a decent case if this guy is on the level but I haven’t had any contact with him before so y’all be careful with the probable cause. Build it for me like I’m the dumbest juror in the world…clean. Man that guy’s voice sounded familiar, Palachos thought. I wonder when I arrested him. 

    Robert hung up the phone with sweat running down his face. It was hard conning somebody you know even if you do disguise your voice. How Palachos could stand working in Vice for these last six years, Robert would never know. 

    Robert went back inside and motioned Janet to leave. He paid the tab and they hopped into her car. 

    "Where to now?" she asked. 

    "Let’s go to a store and get a six pack. Then we can go park for an hour or so." 

    "You’re serious," she said and started to protest, looked at him oddly and then smiled. She was still smiling as they drove away. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    Sergeant Ernestos Palachos was upset. He didn’t like being used. The information had been correct. He had rarely made a bust like this…five kilos of cocaine. It wasn’t a large amount for a seizure, though it was a good bust. It was how the bust went down that had him concerned. There were too many details that were right. The information was too good. The descriptions and timing had been exact. The damn informant had even told them what the counter-surveillance people would be wearing…and that had never happened before. At first, he thought it was a hoax. When he saw the people in the right place at the right time, he figured it must have been a trap. Since he didn’t need to do, a buy-bust, he finally decided this deal was being screwed up by this dealer’s competition. That’s why Palachos was scared.  

    Six years in Vice and here was the first of what could be a drug war …six years in Vice and not a word of warning. When would the killing start? Had it already started? Whose voice was that on the phone? Why had it sounded so familiar? Eight more years ‘til retirement…that seems like forever, Palachos thought, resigned to his long years ahead. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    "The park was nice. Where to now?" Janet asked.  

    "How about a dinner and a nice motel? The police watch some of the sleazy places," he replied with a grin. 

    "In that case we won’t go to sleazy places," Janet said obviously in a good mood. "I’m supposed to be at work tomorrow but I guess I’ll just get Charles to fill in for me. Remind me to call him after dinner, will you?" 

    "Sure. How about that steak place up on the right? It’s as good as any." 

    The steaks were mediocre and the atmosphere was abysmal but they were able to look for a motel on a full stomach. They began to drive on one of the interstates that led out of the city. A little ways out of the city there were more chances of finding vacancies and the motels were newer for the most part. 

    "You forgot?" Janet said. 

    "What? Oh," he said and read her intention. The car pulled smoothly up to a corner market. It wasn’t hard to find one these days. Robert gave her some cash and she went in bought a disposable phone. 

    Janet activated it from a code card by keying in a code and then punched out the number. 

    Robert was about asleep as Janet talked to Charles, the clerk at her bookstore. Janet shaking him roughly roused him, and he realized he’d dozed off. 

    "Huh," he said groggily. 

    "Charles said they were looking for me at the store," Janet said wild eyed. 

    "Whoa Janet. Start thinking right. You’re not making sense. Who was looking for you? I can’t read a thing you’re thinking." 

    "Damn you. The police were looking for me today. At work! They told Charles I might be in serious trouble. What have you done to me! Ever since you came into my life I haven’t had a moment’s peace!" 

    "Janet! Janet. Calm down. It was natural for someone to follow up the shooting report. That’s standard," Robert said still trying to get awake. 

    "It was just that Detective Hayes. He left his card. Read my mind you bastard!" she said vehemently. 

    A big Arab looking guy came in too. He tried to get Charles to take one hundred dollars to call him if I showed up. The guy kept wincing like he was in pain according to Charles. 

    Robert read her thoughts and somehow felt relieved. At least I hurt the guy. It’s better to think of him as a real person and not some supernatural evil. I hope he croaks, Robert thought. 

    "Well, what now Rob?" she asked too tired to be mad any longer. Let’s pull into the first motel we see. If we don’t get some sleep pretty soon we’re gonna tear each others heads off arguing. 
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    Robert awoke screaming in his motel room bed. 

    "Robert! Wake up. Oh, wake up Robert!" Janet shouted and continued to shake him. Robert held up his hand for her to quit. The T-shirt and mattress where he lay was drenched with cold sweat. 

    "Robert. It was horrible. You’ve been talking on and off for hours. I couldn’t wake you until you started screaming… I didn’t know what would happen if I woke you. I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t stand you screaming," Janet said and Robert noticed the circles under her eyes. 

    "What did you say? Could you understand it? Sorry to keep you up but this has been happening a lot to me lately." 

    "It was awful. You kept saying things…horrible things. It was like you were possessed. You talked about…repeated thoughts people were thinking about around this motel. You talked on and on," Janet said. 

    "Why didn’t you wake me when I first started talking?" 

    "I couldn’t! I tried but I just couldn’t force myself to make you quit. I wanted you to stop but I wanted to listen too. What you said scared me stiff but it was so ghastly…so stunning," she said looking very tired and innocent at the moment. Robert. I’m so sorry. How can you stand it all the time? She thought. 

    "I can shut most of it out when I’m awake," he said and heard further thoughts of pity from her. "Look. Don’t feel sorry for me. Just don’t let me go to sleep stone sober next time. After a couple of belts I sleep like a rock." 

    Okay, she thought meekly. Breakfast? I’m starved. 

    "Fine," he replied after hearing her thoughts. Maybe she won’t be so hard to have around after all. It’s kinda nice to have someone to share this with. 

    They got dressed and ready and went to the motel restaurant for breakfast. Robert bought a newspaper to read. 

    The waitress was pleasant but service was slow. 

    "What will you have?" she asked Robert. 

    "Number four. Eggs scrambled — Biscuits, bacon, and orange juice. She’ll have," he continued, "the number two with extra butter. Eggs over hard…and break the yellow plus orange juice and cream with the coffee. I’ll take mine black." 

    You did that very well…almost as if you could read my mind, thought Janet jokingly…but it’s creepy and I don’t like it. 

    "Okay. Got it," said the waitress who smiled and ambled away. The atmosphere here was not one of hurry. 

    Robert took the first two sections of the paper and handed the rest to Janet. The story of the drug bust wasn’t on the front page but did turn up on the second page of the local section. 

    "Here it is," Robert said indicating the headline. "Local business leader arrested for drug smuggling. I love it. It says here that ‘Fat’ Alexander, a local businessman, was arrested for possession of a controlled substance for resale. Hum," Robert scanned further. "Says here — that he owns two adult bookstores and a club. Neat setup to launder the money from the drugs. The overhead on those types of businesses stays pretty stable but profits really vary." 

    "Was he tied in with Hoang? You never said one way or the other." 

    "Not a clue," Robert said quietly, “but that doesn’t really matter. I’ll show Hoang that he’s next and I’ll let ‘Fat’ Alexander’s people think that Hoang tipped the cops. That way we’re sure to start a little overreaction on Hoang’s part. Enough pressure and he won’t have time to fool with me…that way, we take the pressure off us while bringing him down." 

    "I don’t think that’ll work …too obscure. I think he’ll just try to get you that much harder,’ Janet paused. "I hope you’re right," she said with a great deal of skepticism in her voice. 

    "I’ll hit him other ways too." 

    "How? I told you before that the only reason I’m on this expedition is so I’ll have some control over my life. That means I’m in on everything," Janet said. 

    "Not for my cute ass," Robert said feigning hurt. "The other night you thought I had a cute, tight ass." 

    "All right…and your cute ass. I’ll admit I’m attracted to you and multiple orgasms. It’s hard to keep secrets from you anyway," she said smiling. I really don’t like you seeing inside my head no matter how good the sex. 

    "Now that we’ve got that straight between us." 

    Janet threw a sugar pack at him and groaned at the pun. 

    Robert grinned and held his hands out in surrender. "I plan to feed information about Hoang’s organization to the IRS and information on his political corruption to the Justice Department." 

    "Sounds okay but how do we get this scoop on his organization. That part of the plan sounds a little weak. What’s the plan?" 

    "Staying alive," he said soberly and continued reading. They sat in silence for a few minutes and he read the paper while she concentrated on the remnants of her breakfast that had finally arrived. Robert sat erect. "I forgot. I’ve been so busy with myself that I haven’t even given it a thought. Look at this," he said and held out the paper. "Officer Jeff Grimes funeral…" 

    "Sorry Robert. I forgot too. It’s this afternoon according to this," she said. 

    "I’ve got to go. He’s not even going to be buried with honors since he didn’t die in the line of duty. They’ll just plant him and a few close friends will come by and say how nice he was. While they’re standing around — most of them will be joking or playing ‘grab-ass’," he said raising his voice. "Hoang will know that I’ll show up. Jeff did die in the line of duty. I’ll show those damn bureaucrats what line-of-duty really is. Hoang…damn you! I’m going to tear your guts out and make you eat them before this is through!" 

    "Shh," Janet said. "Somebody will hear you." 

    Never fails. All the nice looking couples are always fighting in the morning. He better quiet down or I’m going to call the manager, the waitress thought. 

    Robert saw the waitress making a new pot of coffee and watching him. He’d read her thoughts. 

    "I don’t care what you think I ought to do," he said to the startled waitress as he threw down some money with the check and got up and started walking out. Janet was forced to grab up her things and run to catch up with an embarrassed look on her face. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

    [bookmark: _Toc282781829][bookmark: _Toc282861058][bookmark: _Toc282862125][bookmark: _Toc283478825][bookmark: _Toc289881716]CHAPTER 16 

     

    The funeral procession was just leaving the church as Robert and Janet arrived at the funeral home. 

    One thing about early morning funerals, Robert thought… they separate the true friends from the acquaintances. 

    The line of vehicles wasn’t long enough to inconvenience the other morning traffic as Janet fell in behind. Not many friends for a dead cop, Robert thought. When they die in the line of duty, everybody shows up. It makes good press for a politician to be seen at a line-of-duty funeral …shows his or her support for the law and order platform. Robert felt contemptuous of many in the string of vehicles. Jeff didn’t have many friends and only an older half-brother…nothing to brag about. I’m surprised there are even this many cars, he thought as he looked down the sparse line of vehicles. 

    The cars pulled through the cemetery slowly. This was a small private cemetery with high masonry walls around it. It was a throwback from an earlier age; an island of solitude in the bustling sea of activity around it. 

    Janet pulled off the road and started to get out. They had been in the last car to arrive, so most of the others were already out and standing around the gravesite. Robert put his hand on Janet’s shoulder and kept her from getting out of the driver’s seat. She looked at him questioningly. You see something? she thought. 

    "No. I just want to start looking before I step from now on," Robert said eyeing the assembled group. "I guess it’s okay. Most of the guys are cops. Nobody is going to do anything here. Let’s go." 

    As they emerged from the car, several of the heads came up in the assembled groups. Elbows prodded those next to them and the rest of the heads turned in their direction as Robert hobbled up the low hill to the grave site. Robert recognized many familiar faces as he got closer and heard murmurs between them. It took little effort to ‘hear’ their unspoken comments since the comments were about him.  

     

    **** 

     

    It’s about time he showed up… 

    Why did he quit? 

    Who is he? 

    He may be big and dumb but he can sure pick women… 

    He quit? 

    You bastard. You got my partner killed. What are you into? 

    …I knew you couldn’t stay away. Death is following you. Why did he quit? It wasn’t that armed robbery shooting?… 

    …Intelligence wants him bad. I wonder if they know you’re here? I better call Intelligence… 

    …You are a challenging adversary but I will finish my task… 

     

     

    **** 

     

    Robert looked over the group and let their thoughts wash over him. He felt their curiosity, their admiration, their hatred…but that last statement…he felt that touch of smothering cold. 

    The Arab! He must be here. No. Near …watching and waiting, Robert thought as his heart began to pound in his throat. Relax. I’ve got to relax, he thought as he tried to screen out the assembled group he was approaching. He won’t try for me here. Too much …too much emotion, he thought and clamped down his reception. 

    He scanned their faces as he limped forward …many of the officers from Jeff’s detail. He recognized most of the patrol officers. John Reis. So. the detective was sentimental after all. I didn’t even think they knew each other. 

    A few of the guys nodded to him as he moved to stand among them. Habits of recognition are hard to overcome. He steeled himself and slowly scanned their faces as he turned from side to side. Most nodded or tried to smile and then turned away, unable to face him. Alex Kzmanski, Jeff Grimes’s partner, glared at him. Robert had to screen the thoughts that came from him; the thoughts were so vehement. The one thing that burned in his mind, even after he screened the thoughts was this thought — What were you involved with that got Jeff killed? Robert was the one who had to turn away. How could he explain something like this to Jeff’s partner? 

    Looking up the and around the rest of the group was trying. Robert looked to the fringe of the group and spotted the detective, John Reis, again. Their gazes locked. Robert felt compelled to hear the man’s thoughts. He felt helpless to turn away.  

     

    **** 

     

    So. You have come to see your friend. I know you were the one who should have died. You have an obligation to be here since he died in your place. You quit from guilt? What will you do now? Reis thought. 

    Robert heard his thoughts and started to speak; opening his mouth to respond when the detective nodded toward the grave. The service had already started and Robert was embarrassed not to have even noticed. He closed his eyes and bowed his head for the prayer that was in progress. He no sooner bowed his head until he heard the thoughts directed at him. 

    Go through the rituals. There will be fewer to stand over you – came another thought filled with hate.  

     

    **** 

     

    Robert’s head snapped up and he looked toward the multi-story adjacent building where the thoughts seemed to emanate. He looked back around and noticed Reis and Kzmanski were watching him. He turned back to the service. 

    The service seemed to last hours. His right foot was throbbing and it was all he could do just to endure standing. His mind would occasionally pick up Janet’s thoughts. 

    Robert …Robert. Can you hear me? I hate this. How long is this going to last? Everyone keeps glancing over at us. I hate this. Why did you bring me here? Janet thought. 

    The casket was finally lowered and the last eulogy was finished. 

    I’m going to find out why Jeff had to die. The thoughts slammed into Robert. You’re going to tell me if I have to break your damn arms. What did you get Jeff into? You’re going to tell me one way or another. 

    Robert heard the thoughts and turned to see Alex Kzmanski begin rudely pushing people aside in an effort to get to him. Kzmanski’s face was contorted with confusion and hurt. He wasn’t about to let Robert walk away without giving him an answer as to why his partner had to die. Robert turned to walk away. He had taken only a few stiff paces away from the group until he heard the shout behind him. Robert couldn’t tell if the shout had been mental or audible. He turned to face Kzmanski. 

    "Hold it! I want to talk to you," Kzmanski shouted and half ran up to Robert. "You’re going to answer a few questions before you leave here," Kzmanski said as Robert shifted position painfully. 

    The other officers, who had been walking away, began to stop and turn toward the disturbance. 

    "Let’s not talk here Alex," Robert said wearily. 

    "I’ve got nothing to hide! I want some answers!" Kzmanski shouted; voice high pitched with a near hysterical tremor. 

    "All right but let’s talk as we go back to the car," Robert said and started limping toward Janet’s car. 

    Kzmanski looked incredulous as his quarry hobbled away. 

    "I want some answers," he said with more control as he ran up beside Robert. 

    Robert stopped and looked at his strained face. Should I tell him anything? He deserves the truth but he won’t believe me. 

    "Leo Hoang hired a man, Jose Ramos, to kill me with a crude car bomb. I found out and got to Hoang before I was killed. Jeff was just trying to bring me my car. He didn’t feel a thing. Janet," he indicated Janet, who was sitting in the car, "was with him trying to bring me some clothes. She was in her car," Robert said. 

    "How are you tied in with Hoang? Is that why you quit?" Kzmanski asked. Jeff found out about you, didn’t he? The last couple of days he kept trying to go over to your place. I knew he was acting funny, Kzmanski thought. He told me you were really into something. 

    Robert answered the thoughts just as if they had been asked out loud; he owed Jeff that much. 

    "Jeff wasn’t acting funny. He was acting concerned. He kept coming over to see if he could catch the fellow who tore up my apartment. There wasn’t anything to find out," Robert said. 

    "What did you say?" Kzmanski asked, eyes wide with surprise. He answered what I thought. No. He couldn’t do that. I’m just shook up. 

    "That’s the problem Alex. I can read minds," Robert said with exhausted seriousness. 

    He’s in my mind. I feel him. He’s in my mind. Nothing’s safe. Got to keep him out. Get out! Get out of my head! 

    "Get out of my head!" Kzmanski screamed and lunged at Robert. Robert was slammed down and Kzmanski was trying to crush his throat and beat his head against the ground at the same time. Kzmanski kept screaming, mindless, like an animal as Robert hit him in the groin and nose trying to get him off. Robert slapped his left hand, cupped, over Kzmanski’s ear to rupture the eardrum but that didn’t seem to faze him either. The blood was dripping into his eyes from Kzmanski smashed nose as everything began to spin and go dark. 

     

     

    **** 

    When he began to come to — he noticed the pain first. He knew he was alive when he felt the pain from his throat and shoulder. He blinked his eyes into focus, and blurrily looked up into the face of John Reis. 

    "No real damage done. How do you feel?" Reis said. Not that anyone here gives a damn how you feel. 

    "Are you all right Robert? Who was that? He just went crazy. What did you say to him? You didn’t tell him anything, did you?" Janet said rapidly in spite of the detective’s presence. She obviously didn’t know who he was. 

    Yes Thales. What did you tell our friend Kzmanski? Why don’t you tell me? thought Reis. 

    Robert touched his bruised throat and tried to swallow. 

    “Robert. You look terrible. Let’s get you to the hospital. I’ll take you now," Janet said indicating a group of men on the ground about twenty-five meters from them. 

    Robert painfully, woozily, sat up and looked over at the knot of officers. An ambulance was wailing in the distance when one of the squatting officers moved slightly to give him a view of a man, Kzmanski, they were holding down bodily. Kzmanski was looking his way with eyes white and round. He was conscious and spittle was running out of the corner of his mouth but he only stared blankly. There was no humanity left in the stare. 

    Reis nudged him. "You ought to see a doctor. You were almost killed." Reis paused and leaned forward. "What did you tell him Thales?" 

    Robert looked to the dark windows, like eyes in the adjacent building and then looked back at the detective. He turned back to Janet and indicated he wanted to be helped back to the car. He looked at Reis but said nothing. 

    I’ll find out Thales. Tell me or not. I’ll find out, thought Reis as Robert hobbled away. 

     

     

    **** 

    Janet helped Robert into the car and then ran around to the driver’s side. She got in and started the engine. As she was about to put the car in drive, she slumped back into her seat and whirled to face Robert. 

    "Where the hell do you want to go now?" she asked sarcastically. 

    Robert looked at her face and knew she was bordering on hysteria but holding it in check because of his presence. He was silent for a moment. 

    "Just drive east until it begins to thin out," he said flatly. 

    "Is that it? Is that your plan? Do you want to explain why?" she said, her voice rising to a whine. 

    "I need time to rest. That’s it." 

    Janet clamped her jaw and began to drive. 

    How did I pick this loser? Why did I? Janet thought. 

    Robert looked at her dispassionately with all emotion drained from him. He wasn’t angry — not sad — just numb. 

    I’ve got to think. This talent has only been a curse to me. Surely there is a way I can get out of this. No job. No apartment. Just Janet and she’s nearly hysterical. His thoughts became cloudy as the road slipped by.  

     

    **** 

    He came back to consciousness as the car pulled into a generic looking motel on the farthest outskirts of the city. He noticed the clock showed only two fifteen. The bored clerk leered out at the car as Janet checked in. He knew all the signs of a meeting couple and they fit all of them. The clerk was about to say something cute as Janet paid him in advance until he saw the look on her face. He was a little taken aback as she walked out with the keycard and didn’t even say thank you. 

    Janet drove to the ground floor space, just outside the room. The motel was nearly deserted this early in the afternoon. Robert, half asleep, wondered if this place was ever full. He doubted it as he noticed the dying landscaping and cracked concrete around the run down units.  

    They took what little they had with them and went in. Robert noticed the single queen size bed and looked up at Janet. She saw his look and with bitter finality sent him a thought that squashed all reflexes of male romance, however weary and ill placed those thoughts had been. 

    Robert collapsed on the bed and was drifting off to sleep as Janet turned on the television. She sat down next to him and his last received thoughts from her were ones about what a loser he was. He didn’t sleep well.  

     

    **** 

    The breeze rattling the window woke him up. He reached out with his mind and felt her walking away just as he noticed the note on the pillow next to him. He hastily unfolded the note under the dim light. 

     

    Robert, 

    Here are the keys to my car. Use it as you need and return it when you can. Do what you have to do but I can’t help you anymore. I can’t live like this. I’m sorry but I have to get out. Don’t look for me. I’ll go somewhere safe. 

    Janet 

     

    Safe! He jumped off the bed only to land on his injured heel, temporarily forgotten, and sprawl with a whimper, like some mistreated animal on the floor. Safe, he thought as the tears of frustration welled up in his eyes. Where is that? What was I supposed to do - hold her here against her will? 

    He crawled up to the window and tried to calm his emotional storm. He tried to calm his fear and his loneliness. Picturing the distinction of Janet’s mind, he tried to reach her and caught the flavor of her mind disappearing in a torrent of other minds nearby. It was as if someone was quietly talking while walking into a room full of people. You could hear the words but couldn’t understand what they were saying. Soon he couldn’t distinguish her from the babbling hordes. 

    Oh my god, he thought and stepped back involuntarily from the window. Creeping into the periphery of his consciousness was that hatred…that same hatred from Janet’s…from the cemetery. The Arab must be close by. How did he follow us here? 

    The fear was strong for that moment. Robert looked for his gun and snatched it off the nightstand. Quickly he turned on the light. How close? How long? I’m not going to die for nothing in some cheap motel. The panic abated as reason took over. 

    Relax. Force a deep breath and hold it. Let it out - slow. Again. How far away? Let it go. Don’t force. Concentrate on his appearance. That’s it. There! God, the hate is so unpleasant to feel. Let it wash over me like a stone in a river. Think like an uninterested observer. Better. Much better. 

    So, you’re alone, you bastard. No rifle either, Robert thought. Suddenly Robert laughed out loud. 

    You’re think you’re going to walk across the street and kill me when I’m in bed, Robert thought, amused at his killer’s thoughts of malice. Oh. Now you’re going to kill me after you shoot me in the knees and hands. Cute, Robert thought with his humor turning to anger. Well. Fuck you Jack, Robert thought. No. That’s wrong. Fuck you ALI or whatever your name is. 

    Robert walked to the bathroom and, calmly now, washed his face. Combing his hair and straightening his disheveled clothes, Robert analyzed his position. 

    Okay. He must be about sixty (60) meters away, sitting in his car using binoculars. Mostly open parking lots for small businesses with no cars much this time of day. No cover to speak of. If I step out, he’ll have to decide if I’m leaving or just going to get something to eat. If he sees me walking toward the office he’ll either drive or walk closer; probably walk to get me as I’m going back to the room. He knows I’m hurt and can’t run. 

    Robert had a sudden thought and grinned. Surely, I should have thought of this earlier. Reaching for his phone, he texted the local police hotline.  

    The site loaded. "Crime Hot-Site. List your information below and please include any names, dates, or addresses. State whether this is urgent, important, suspicious, or for information only. If this is a police emergency – please immediately dial 911. List any information or whether we may contact you in return for further information." 

    Robert hated texting these guys but the untraced sites had given citizens a way to give information anonymously in a timely fashion without tying up emergency lines. He began to type. 

    — Man about to rob a store in Hickory Hollow Shopping Center — in parking lot off Bell Road near EconoLodge. Armed with silenced automatic and knife. Tall — crooked nose — curly black hair. Middle-eastern features — in rented blue, late model GMC. He hit submit. 

    — Your contact number is 000134887 if you wish to reference this message in further communication. Thank you for your information. – the site displayed. Robert saved the display. 

    That ought to distract him for a while. He walked over to the side of the cheaply furnished room and propped his head against the wall. 

    When is it going to stop? It would be so easy to unlatch the door and just go to sleep. Fuck it. I’m not going to give in that easily. He went over to the sink, splashed water on his face and let his damp hands rub the back of his tense neck to help ease the headache. The circles under his eyes were prominent in the bright light by the sink. He grunted and ran his fingers through his hair to dry them. 

    Thales. You look like shit but you’re going to get out of this alive. 

    He picked up the phone again and called 911. The phone still rang twelve times before it was answered. 

    "Police Emergency," said a bored female voice. 

    "There’s a robbery about to occur at Hickory Hollow. The man looks Arabic and has a silenced nine-millimeter pistol and a knife. He’s in a late model, blue GMC in the parking lot off Bell road near the Econolodge." 

    "Your name sir?" 

    "He’s there now." 

    "Please give me your name and why you think he’s going to rob someplace." 

    "He’s there now." 

    "Sir. If you could…" the clerk said as the call was abruptly cut off with a click. 

    Robert smiled as he hung up the phone. Man. I hate it when people hang up on me.  

     

    **** 

     

    Ismal suddenly felt uncomfortable when he noticed the two police cars swing into the parking lot. They moved with steady, purposeful movement toward his car. He started to drive off but thought better of it. They were positioned in seconds. He had been reported…this one was sly…a worthy adversary. He could see why, in one way, Hoang had wanted him out of the way but he couldn’t figure why he felt such fear from this lowly street officer. He had known Hoang well enough that ordinary intimidation meant nothing to the man — this must be something else. 

    He watched the officers sitting in their cars. It had gotten dark and he couldn’t see how many were in each car but they had approached well with little hesitation and with caution. It bespoke of experience that shouldn’t be trifled with. He dropped the suppressed pistol in the concealed console and turned on a local broadcast channel. He’d have to give them something to show for their trouble but not too much. He didn’t intend to have to fight it out or get arrested for any major crime. He knew his name would have shown up on a reasonable intelligence file but there was little current information about him that would harm him. His last arrests had been ten years prior and he had several sets of very good government issued identification. He turned on the interior light and rolled down the window to lower their apprehensions and reduce the likelihood that they would overreact. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    "Sir. This is the Metro Police Department. Keep your hands in plain sight. Refusal to obey will be considered a hostile act. Place your hands out the window and open the door from the outside. Do it now!" Blared the PA from the cruiser.  

    Ismal opened the door as directed but was disturbed that they seemed so aggressive. 

     

    "Step out of the car, and then shut the door behind you. Do it now!" 

     

    Ismal got out, shut the door and then raised both arms high. He hurt from the damn bullet wound. Damn it hurt. He hoped the wound would not reopen and leak through the dressings. That would be difficult to explain right now. 

     

    "Hold your jacket away from your body so we can see your waist and turn around slowly one time. Slowly. Do it now!" 

     

    Ismal wondered what they would do if he just sat there. He figured that these commands sounded pretty rehearsed — they probably had backup plans that wouldn’t be so nice. He chuckled thinking about the police practices in Middle Eastern countries. He would already have been dragged out of the car at machinegun point and then just beaten. Still, his side ached and he did not know what was to come next. 

    He waited as the officer approached and told him to put his hands behind his back. He grunted from the pain but did as he was told and before he could blink, he had handcuffs tightened on his wrists. Damn, he thought. How had that officer put them on so fast? The officer proceeded to pat him down and found the knife in his left shoe. Thorough. 

    "What’s the knife for?" asked the officer. 

    Ismal considered what to say. "Self defense," he answered. 

    "What are you defending against?" 

    "You never know these days," Ismal answered. Ismal was amazed that the officer had not put himself into a position to be disarmed. He still was at a disadvantage. 

    "May I search your car?" asked the officer. 

    "I have nothing to hide. Why do you do this?" asked Ismal. 

    "Is that a yes? You were reported to be about to rob a jewelry store in the mall." 

    "Who said this?" Ismal asked. 

    "May I search your car? I’ll be happy to answer your question after you’ve answered mine." 

    "Yes. I have nothing to hide." 

    "Thanks," the officer said and nodded to another officer who had arrived rapidly, grabbed the back of Ismal’s hand and elbow, bent his wrist and guided him to the back of the right rear quarter panel while the officer put the edge of the car between himself and his detainee. 

    The first officer looked Ismal in the eye and said, "An anonymous tip that we couldn’t trace. The person described you very well and suggested how you were armed. Do you have any firearms or needles in the seats or anything I need to know about before I get stuck? I really don’t like to get stuck. You understand?" 

    Ismal said nothing. He knew the officer would find nothing. 

     

    The officer poked about in the car for less than a minute and then stood up. "You sure you don’t have something to tell me?" 

    Ismal grinned sardonically. Hardly, he thought. Locals are so incompetent. The officer walked around his partner and then lashed out with the heel of his right hand and hit Ismal under the ear. Ismal fell against the car and then crumbled to the ground. They opened the door and unceremoniously tossed him into the back seat. 

    The first officer then faced his partner who had raised his eyebrows… “I hate it when a scumbucket lies to me. Look at this," he said and held out the small automatic and suppressor in his left hand. "Intelligence or robbery? What’d ‘ya think? Probably intelligence. I don’t remember any stores that were robbed with somebody with a silencer on their gun. Wasn’t there some talk about some silenced shots fired recently at ex-officer Thales’s place? Definitely Intelligence – don’t want to involve the Professional Accountability dwebs.” 

    His partner nodded and they headed to booking. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    Robert pulled back the curtain and saw his ‘problem’ being handcuffed and thoroughly searched. He gathered his meager belongings together. He eased out the door as the Arab was being placed in the back of the patrol car. The Arab never even swung his head in Robert’s direction. The officers tossed the subject into the back seat in a very businesslike manner. 

    Robert’s first concern was to find Janet so he clumped up to the front desk to see if they could give some information. The office was as seedy as the rest of the motel. The clerk was watching the police ‘show’ in the adjacent parking lot. Robert decided he didn’t have any recourse except to quiz this guy if he could pry him away from the window. 

    "Hi. I’m checking out of room 124. My girlfriend and I had an argument and I’m trying to track her down." He put the key on the counter. 

    The clerk just stood there and looked out the window ‘til he finally wandered back behind the counter. 

    "Have you seen her? She left around a couple of hours ago at most." 

    "Look buddy. Lots of gals come through this motel. I don’t keep tabs on them." 

    "It’s important. Were you working then?" 

    "Been here since six and the only gal, cute; called a taxi and got picked up. She might be the one. She looked pissed." 

    "Thanks man. You didn’t happen to see what type of taxi did you?" 

    "Yeah. It was a Yellow Cab." 

    Robert dug into his pocket, pulled out a ten and handed it to the guy. "Thanks. I really appreciate it." 

    "You don’t have to do that," the clerk said while deftly tucking the money rapidly away. 

    "I know it but you really helped me out." 

    The clerk smiled and Robert raised a hand in thanks and pushed open the door. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

     

    He checked under the car and satisfied as he could be there wasn’t a bomb he started driving. What to do! Who can I call? Intelligence still thinks I’m dirty. I know… and he pulled over to a corner market and got a disposable cellular – while they were still available. The Feds had pretty much banned the things but you could still get them or a cellular sim card where they didn’t ask many questions. 

    Robert called Yellow Taxi. "Hi. I Robert Gaines and I was supposed to meet my sister at a friends house in Oak Hill but I can’t find the scrap paper where I wrote down the address. She’ll be put out if I don’t meet her. One of her college roommates is having a wedding at her home. Oh – I’m in Nashville, Tennessee." 

    "Nashville. Used to live there. How can I help?" asked the female dispatcher realizing her supervisor was so lazy she’d never check her work in this call center in Oklahoma. 

    "She was staying in the Quality Motel on Veteran’s Parkway and got picked up by one of your cabs about seven local time." 

    "Oh sure…only one in that area. She went to the Pine View Mall." 

    "Thanks. You just saved me. I’ll bet she was just picking up some china." 

    The dispatcher and the clerk had been very helpful. It was amazing how people treated him when he didn’t identify himself as an officer. She must be at the bookstore. Surely that’s the first place they’ll look. 

    He drove to the Mall … his heel throbbed like hell. 

    He clomped down the corridor to the bookstore. He scanned the surrounding shoppers as he strode forward. Surely Hoang wouldn’t try anything here. It would be an hour or two, at the least, before his pursuer got out on bond. 

    Well. Same ‘ole friendly clerk, he thought sardonically as he approached Chuck. 

    "Hi Chuck. Seen Janet?" Robert asked knowing the question would evoke some information. Robert was getting better at receiving thoughts— especially if he had ‘heard’ the person before. 

    "She’s not here today," and I’m damn sure not going to tell you where she is. It’s my friggin’ day off and she asks me to come in. I thought it was for a pay raise or a date and all it was to work another shift…then this dufus again…except he looks even seedier this time…the bitch! Sure picked a loser. 

    "Know where I can find her?" 

    "I don’t keep tabs on the boss," …clown. Bet she went to stay at her parents place. 

    "I guess she went to stay at her Dad’s little place in town," Robert proposed ignoring the hostility oozing out of the man. 

    Little place, my ass! Lucian Gaines owns a huge spread in Brentwood. Spoiled bitch doesn’t know what’s she’s missin’. 

    "You’ve been more helpful than you realize." Robert said with malice. 

    The clerk glared at him. Dick head, thought the man.  
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    Robert realized Janet was probably safe with a rich dad so he went over to a free net kiosk and looked up Lucian Gaines address. He wrote it down on a scrap of paper in his pocket and then started toward the south side of town. He wasn’t looking for anything in particular but just driving when he saw the sign for Barto Hernandez campaign headquarters. Thales remembered that Hernandez was running against some black newcomer that seemed pretty sharp and the black guy was getting a lot of press lately by demonizing the police. Yeah – he’s the one — Steve Coleman. Coleman was also the one the white incumbent was endorsing. Wonder how that happened? 

    All he remembered about Hernandez was that he seemed practical and seemed to have some sense. Hernandez had been doing pretty well in spite of the money pouring into his opponent’s, Coleman’s, campaign. Thales saw the lights were on even though it was pretty late and there seemed to be a few people going in and out. Thales decided to stop and go in but for the life of him – couldn’t have told you why he did so. 

    He parked and walked up to the front door where a well dressed, thirty-something stepped out, looked at him quizzically and said, “Help you with something?” When Thales said nothing he continued, “Did you come by to gawk or can I help you with something?” 

    Thales, feeling self conscious, said, “Saw a parking space here and couldn’t pass it up – never would have happened during the daytime,” Robert chuckled and the man grinned, “Sorry, I’m Robert Thales and I have no idea why I came in as I usually don’t involve myself in politics.” Robert held out his hand. 

    “Thales…Thales…aren’t you the police officer that gunned down those two kids a week or so ago.” The man didn’t extend his hand. 

    Robert dropped his hand since he was immediately angry with the guy. “That’s me, gun down young innocents for the fun of it.” 

    “No, no …don’t take that the wrong way. I always use sarcasm around stupidity …not you …the stupid media was twisting that story for all its worth…backing Coleman. Hey. Wasn’t that a friend of yours that got blown up in your car? I’ll bet Hernandez does want to talk with you and trade facts. I’d never go into politics myself in this town because of so much Southern Cooking. I’m Tom Hauser.” Hauser grinned and held out his hand to Robert. 

    Robert reached out and shook the man’s hand. “Southern cooking?”  

    “Corruption …good old politics. Come on in… Robert? …right? Folks here just call me Tom. Oh …I’m gay. Another reason I could never be political, myself, in this town. You aren’t…” Tom looked over his shoulder at Robert as he walked into the building. 

    “No …no …straight myself.” Robert said uncomfortably when he got the drift. 

    “Just curious. Hernandez is upstairs and I know he’ll want to talk with you. Okay?” 

    Robert said nothing but nodded and followed Tom past workers arranging talks and asking for contributions and putting signs together. 

    Tom knocked on a door. “Yep,” came from inside. Tom pushed open the door. 

    A stocky man, obviously Hernandez, raised his eyebrows when he saw Tom and then saw Robert over his shoulder. 

    Tom nodded his head back toward Robert. “Think you need to talk with this guy. His name is Robert Thales…Officer Thales from the shooting last week.” I still think advising Barto is better than plaintiffs work as an adjunct in some rinky-rink law firm. 

    Hernandez’s brows furrowed for a second and then there was a transformation. His face lit up and he hopped up from his seat and walked over to meet Robert as he walked through the door. He reached for Robert’s hand and smiled as he shook his hand, “I’m Barto Hernandez…very pleased to meet you Mister Thales. I think we’ve got some information that will help each other.” 

    Robert realized Hernandez had said ‘Mister’ so he must know he wasn’t an officer anymore. He said skeptically, “Not sure how much help I’ll be.” Robert couldn’t sense what Hernandez was thinking but kept getting a running, undercurrent from Tom standing nearby. 

    Hernandez looked at his aide, Tom said and thought simultaneously, “Mister Thales, Tom and I have some things we’ll tell you if you’ll work with us. We’d like to hear what you think is going on first. Do you mind if Tom stays in the room?” Hernandez looked at Tom and sat back a quietly waited while he thought. We’ll see if his information is worth anything to us. Figure he got a raw deal from the media machine. He looks fried but we’ll see if he’s more intelligent than he looks. 

    Robert ran his hand through his hair and chuckled to himself. I guess everyone thinks I’m a dufus. Guess I look like one right now. “Sure thing. I want information in return.” Robert looked at the pair but they were unusually quiet in their thoughts, pensive even. He thought – in for a penny — in for a pound. He stared at one and then the other and half grinned. 

    “No. I’m not a dufus. Yes, I’m fried right now. My information may well be worth something to you and I did get a raw deal for the …media machine …interesting usage.” 

    Hernandez raised his eyebrows, both pupils large. What the hell? He’s either perceptive as all get out or he’s psíquica. 

    “Guess that means psychic in Spanish. Yep – not perceptive at all right now. I’m too friggin’ tired …and yep I got run down by the media machine.” 

    Madre de dios! He is reading our minds, thought Hernandez. What do you know? This could be great. 

    Whoa. This is some shit, thought Tom. “Are you shitting us?” You can’t be friggin’ reading what we’re thinking…can you? 

    Robert looked at Hernandez. “My first reaction was holy shit but there are some drawbacks…big time.” Robert looked at Tom. “Yep. Sort of…kinda more what people think, but don’t actually say most of the time. Lots of the time, people just dribble out ideas whenever anything drools into their head to speak. Sharper people sometimes actually think before they think to speak or try out not-saying different things and guessing how it will be received. Most people think about what they want to say so much they don’t listen to others.” 

    Have you had this talent long? thought Hernandez, who looked at Tom. “Let HIM talk. Tom. This is important.” He’s my advisor and lawyer. 

    Tom started to say something, saw Hernandez roll his eyes and sigh and then Tom, tight lipped, motioned Robert to go ahead. 

    “I can see why you work so well together. You pick up on body language and other facial clues.” Robert turned back to Hernandez. “Not long…a couple of months. It’s gotten me into more grief than I ever thought possible. You’re quick. I’ll give you that. Why should I talk to you? All I’ve gotten so far is a world of hurt, lost my friends, my job, my…” Robert had started to say, my girl; but the relationship – one weekend stand – with Janet hadn’t been a smashing success. “I can hardly think. I’m running on empty.” 

    He looks done in, thought Hernandez. Call me Barto. My friends do. Hernandez motioned toward the left corner of the room to Tom. “Why don’t you stay here tonight?” We’ll put a cover over your car. “You can sleep in the adjacent room tonight and talk in the morning.” No one knows you’re here do they? I don’t have security worth spit. “Anyone can walk in off the street…eh Tom?” Here you go. “I’m sure you need this,” Hernandez said as he took some steaming hot soup from Tom’s hand and gave it to Robert. 

    Robert took the soup with shaking hands as reaction and fatigue really started to hit him. He took a tentative sip and realized it was hot, good, and he was ravenous. Hunger – the best spice. He gulped the soup down – and swapped a sandwich for the empty soup container with Tom. 

    “I’ll put a cover over his car boss,” Tom said. 

    “See why I like him,” said Hernandez. He stood up and directed Robert to the adjoining room. 

    The room had a couple of portable beds in it…not cots… but they looked wonderfully inviting to Robert. “I shouldn’t,” Robert said but he didn’t realize how tired he was. Evidently, the food and lack of a visible threat allowed his body to relax. He was so drowsy. “Thanks.” Robert said. “…Barto.” 

    “You rest. We’ll talk early.” Hernandez pulled the door almost shut and turned back into the room. Tom came in a few minutes later. Hernandez looked up. 

    “Is he asleep already? That didn’t take long.” Tom said. 

    “…Did you?” Hernandez asked lifting his eyebrows questioningly. 

    “Two. He looked like he was running on nervous energy alone.” 

    “Good Tom. I’ll turn in an hour or two. Send the folks downstairs home for the night – the ones going home and you catch a couple of hours yourself. Don’t want you looking like him,” Hernandez indicated the side room where Robert slept. 

    “‘K Boss. See you in the morning. I’ll lock the doors this time.” 

    Hernandez nodded and Tom left. Hernandez looked at the side room, said, “Dios,” to himself and turned back to his speech writing. 
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    Robert woke to the aroma of coffee and some other smell he couldn’t place. Robert stretched and ambled into the next room. Hernandez, Barto, was sitting at the table eating breakfast. Hernandez looked up and said, “Corn tortilla quiche. How do you like your coffee?” 

    “Strong and black,” Robert felt amazingly better. “I slept really well. Thanks for the loan of the room.” 

    “No problem. Tom laid out some fresh clothes for you plus a towel and some washcloths. There’s soap and other stuff down the hall.” 

    “You didn’t need to go to that trouble. I appreciate it,” Robert said and couldn’t get much of a read on Hernandez. Nothing. “Thanks again,” Robert said trying to elicit what ‘Barto’ was thinking.  

    Just practicing not saying stuff mentally. “Is it easier to figure what people are thinking or what they say,” he asked. 

    “Depends on the person…You’re pretty clear either way. I can detect your emotional state pretty well but generally, some stimulus sets off what people say or think. I sometimes say stuff just to get people to talk.” 

    “Hmm,” murmured Hernandez. “No need to thank me. I want to offer you a job…can’t pay much but you’ll earn it. Think of it as a bodyguard advisor. Have some breakfast.” This is pretty good quiche and the coffee is good. After we eat, we can have a serious talk. No business doing meals though…momma’s rule. 

    “Looks great…Good rule,” he said as he dove into the meal and started quaffing down his coffee. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

     

    Fifteen minutes of bliss later, Robert was replete and sipping on his third mug. Time to pay the piper, he thought but ‘Barto’ surprised him again.  

    “Let me start and give you the summary of what’s going on and why I’m currently behind in this race. I’m pragmatic and think you can help me in the race. I also don’t think you’re one of the bad guys here,” Hernandez said and saw that Robert was going to say something and he motioned him to wait. “This will all go faster if I give you my side and then I’ll turn you loose. Remember that’s it’s hard for a politician to listen when they’ve got a full head of steam and I want to say my say before you give me yours. I wrote some of the points down last night to make sure I covered most everything.” 

    Robert noticed that Hernandez – shoot – ‘Barto’ had a small stack of 3X5 cards on the table. 

    “Okay,” Barto started and took a deep breath. “Steve Coleman is my opponent. Albert Petersen supports him; the incumbent who had to leave office due to term limits. The Chamber of Commerce, the Better Business Bureau, conservative churches, and half the government employees also support Coleman. Local corporations heavily back him; especially people in investments and banking. Now why is this guy backed by these people?” Hernandez held up his hands when Robert started to speak. “Just being rhetorical. Steve is black, has a nothing undergraduate degree from a nowhere college and has no experience leading anything. He has no political background and his support staff are almost all paid employees.” 

    “The local government wants to revamp downtown, build a new convention center and hotel after the last one has flooded every five or ten years since 2009. Nothing wrong with that…right?” Hernandez held up his hands again as Robert started to talk again. “…I’m being rhetorical again. The cost to the local government would be close to two billion dollars in current money. Where does that money come from you ask? Rhetorical remember…the money comes from the sale of locally issued bonds. The local bond rating is decent and the bonds pay a hefty dividend…at least hefty in this economy. Who buys these bonds? Here’s where it gets more interesting. The advisory committee for these organizations: the Chamber, the BBB, and other local corporations have people on their boards that front the money and make a nice interest — Nothing wrong with that…right? May be a bit unethical but not illegal.” 

    “Well it happens that there is a report saying the convention center and other projects like it won’t make money. The report saying it will lose money is buried and the second report, saying it’ll make money is promoted. You just have to hire the right company to evaluate. Starting to look a little shady…it gets a lot worse. Some – just some of the investors represent Dixie mafia folks who deal with adult businesses and illicit drug sales. These groups launder their money through these well-to-do patrons and corporations. They make a shit pot of legal interest at taxpayers expense using drug money – pardon the near pun. Don’t know what else but they’re bankrolling Coleman.” 

    Barto was beginning to run down so Robert took his catching his breath as a point to ask a question. “How does this fit with me getting set up?” 

    “Good question. Good point. Steve Coleman with all his backing, with all the money dumped into his campaign was still falling behind me in the polls. Last month I had a ‘concerned student’ come to me from a minority college and say that Coleman’s people, he thought, were throwing money at a local black fraternity. There were inferences of sex services and drugs offered in the pretty respectable fraternity. New pledges were recruited but they had to commit an “act of faith” to get in.” Hernandez paused to let it sink in. 

    “Commit a robbery? That’s an act of faith?” Robert asked. 

    “Yes. You ran into the second fraternity that had the same objectives with its pledges. Once is coincidence – twice is a pattern. FAITH is a word that keeps popping up. Conservative churches that had downturns in congregation numbers suddenly start pushing for Coleman in a big way. They started offering picnics and; ostensibly, political rallies with free food. Many started new mission projects and local building expansions. Several local preachers started sporting new vehicles.” 

    “What about the media?” 

    Hernandez sighed. “Media outlets rely on advertising dollars. Advertising dollars were thrown their way by the bucketful. You don’t spin stories the way your sponsors want – you lose the ad revenue. Corporations balance their losses and drug dealers launder their money and gain political control of local corporations. Coleman still was losing and these concerned citizens, these stakeholders wanted their black candidate to succeed by being black. That wasn’t working so they needed the fear of the overreacting police oppressing our youth. You helped their polling.” 

    “I wasn’t…” Robert said as Hernandez cut you off. 

    “You just bumped into the wrong hornets nest when they were already agitated.” 

    “Who regulates political speech at religious events?” Robert asked. 

    “Well the State could pull their tax-exempt status IF they had investigators and IF they were inclined to upset the wealthy pulling the strings and If those wealthy were not already manipulated by the underworld.” The Oligarchy. 

    “What’s an oligarchy?” Robert asked. 

    “It’s from the Greek where you have a select few controlling society…not necessarily for the society’s benefit. Typically the very wealthy – the nobility,” Barto continued. 

    “Most of what you talked about isn’t against the law – it’s just unethical. People can invest in anything,” Hernandez said. 

    “How do you fight something like that?” Robert said. “Let’s just run through the parts that are questionable.“ 

    Hernandez started ‘ticking off’ the points with his fingers. “One; there is the suppressed report saying the new center will lose money. They are only publicizing the positive report… with these judges that is only a civil action or a good press story but that’s all. I have some copies of that report but the main consultant died in a car crash a few days after the report was finished. Tom had a friend who got him a copy out of the wrecked car before it was scrapped – scrapped very precipitously. No way to prove murder I can see.“ 

    “Two; the local government will try to use eminent domain doctrine to take land away for the convention center – another civil action and press story. The land had been sold just before the public announcement of the convention center project. Three; the purchase of the bonds by local community leaders — who may have had a hand in benefiting from their own legislation …civil and criminal actions but hard to prove intent and track benefit.” 

    “Four; buying those bonds with crime money and laundering it – is almost impossible to prove and bring charges; especially when the district attorney is loath to bring charges against the people who support their election,” Hernandez said. 

    “Loath?” Robert said. 

    “He doesn’t want to do it,” Hernandez grinned because he liked to use colorful English words and phrases. 

    “Fifth; youth being subverted into crime and set up to give the public an impression of a rising crime rate couldn’t be proved. Using fear to cause police over-reaction and using that reaction to say the police are suppressing the black segment of the population – almost impossible to prove too. You’d have to charge the conspirators with rarely prosecuted offenses. Again hard to prove.” 

    “Seven; funding of churches to support political parties would be notoriously hard to prove and then nearly impossible to block their tax exempt status. FBI – you’ve got to be kidding. The fact that some business leaders and politicians are being manipulated by organized crime kingpins – never,” Hernandez went on. “People find these individual issues may be unethical but they never put them together and realize what it’s going to do to their community. The rich on the top get richer and they are only interested in gain…their gain at any cost. It’s a learned habit of fighting through to the top and staying there. The fight is the jazz and makes them feel superior than the madding crowd.” He finally wound down or just needed air. 

    “Well how would you do anything about all that stuff?” 

    “That’s where your talents are going to come in,” Hernandez said.  

    Robert was not reassured of getting any positive resolution to his troubles. 
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    Lorenzo Hayes turned to his partner, Richard Adam and asked, “Well. What do you think this middle-eastern hit man means? He must be pretty successful or we’d have heard more about him. Traced the bullets and shell casings from Janet Gaines apartment to the gun from the guy the South Precinct cops brought in. Ismallah Mohammad Ahmed Khamis. That’s the NCIC hit that came back from the fingerprints. We’re not sure that’s his real name but the gun wasn’t stolen. The silencer…” Hayes continued when his partner frowned. “Yeah …the suppressor… was well made and the bullets were special, hand loaded, and sub-sonic.” 

    Detective Adam finally spoke. “Sub-sonic? Wow! Nine millimeter and sub-sonic so it wouldn’t produce a sonic boom crack through the air. Guy spent a lot of coin and effort to get locked up on a Federal offense. Are the ATF guys going to work the case?” 

    “Nah. They don’t like the search so it’s going to go back to State court. I thought they’d jump on it because of his ethnic background but since he’s not on any current terrorist list they won’t do jack.” 

    “No kiddin’. No media mileage – no case,” Richard Adam laughed. 

    Lorenzo continued, “A Hoang affiliated lawyer is trying to get him out on bond but the DA is holding him for now. Don’t think it’ll last long. Evidently, Janet Gaines isn’t going to press charges and her dad is fairly influential. Thales isn’t anywhere to be found but the blood found in her apartment didn’t match Thales anyway. Ismallah had a bullet wound but the bullet had already been removed professionally and he won’t tell us anything. We won’t be able to hold him long and that worries me.” 

    “You’re not afraid he’ll get out?” Adam asked with a lopsided smile. 

    “Nah. Just don’t know how Thales fits into all this yet and it’s buggin’ me. Why would Hoang…guess it’s Hoang?” Lorenzo paused. “Why would Hoang send a pro after Thales? Thales doesn’t seem to be anything but a dumb flatfoot but he suddenly turns up in the worst places at the worst times.” 

    “You think he might be innocent?” Adam asked. 

    “Nah. What bugs me is if he’s just a dumb flatfoot …how does he come through this shit alive? He’s not in their league. Now he’s dropped off the map. He hasn’t been back to his apartment. Hasn’t been to her apartment and she’s apparently staying with daddy without him. I’m tired of looking at her place. Hoang has dropped out of sight and moved. He’s not using his old phone or credit cards. He’s not going to any of his old restaurants. That’s not trying to avoid a dumb flatfoot either. Thales doesn’t fit the street cop pattern. His record doesn’t suggest he’s this good and I’d bet my pension he’s still in town. What the crap is going on? I don’t like mysteries.” 

    Adam patted Detective Hayes on the back and said, “Keep pluggin’ – it’ll flow – always comes together – always does.” 

    “Shit. You’re right. It always does.” Hayes paused, took a breath and then said, “I’m hungry.” 

    When Adam pointed to the Wendy’s down the street, Hayes groaned, shook his head in exasperation and chuckled his acceptance of the inevitable.  

     

    **** 

     

    Barto Hernandez was scheduled to give some talks this week and had given two short appearances that morning to different community groups. Robert stayed at the headquarters and was learning how the campaign was coordinated. Tom Hauser had assistants of his own apparently and Karmanj was showing him around. The kid looked to be late teens but he had the presence of a much older person. He was a handsome kid with jet-black hair and intense eyes. Karmanj had told him he was third generation Kurdish and named after an important leader in Nashville from the turn of the century. Robert guessed he knew what he was talking about because he knew what the heck everyone was doing or supposed to be doing.  

    The kid was sharp…sharp…sharp and so damn young. Robert asked him why he was donating his time to Hernandez and he looked at me like I’d fallen off the planet (which was the impression I actually got from him) but he just paused and stated, “Hernandez is honest, smart and concerned with the welfare of the citizens of this county and isn’t in it for his own self aggrandizement.”  

    Robert figured ‘self aggrandizement’ meant he wasn’t in it for the money, because all Robert felt from the kid was solid respect and loyalty. It felt good and reinforced how Robert was beginning to feel about Barto himself. Karmanj laid out the organization for him and knew a hell of a lot about local politics. “What’s the problem with Steve Coleman?” Robert asked. “What’s he doing that you see as a weakness?”  

    Interesting question. Wondered why Barto and Tom had delegated me to do a dog-and-pony show for this guy? Maybe we’ll see why now. “What do you mean?” Karmanj asked hoping to see where Robert was probing. “What do you mean by weakness?” 

    Robert listened to the kid’s thoughts. “I mean; does he have any ethical issues you know about…who is backing him and do they have an Achilles heel. If so, what is it? Stuff like that.”  

    More and more interesting…this guy may be sharper than he looks. “He has tons of financial backing, that’s Tom’s department. Don’t know how much is legit and how much payunda the guy gets.” When Karmanj saw the puzzled look on Robert’s face he said, “Payunda is slang for anonymous political contributions – comes from the root – payola. As to what I know about the guy…well…it’s what he’s doing with local escort services and some local black fraternities that bothers me.” I’ve got to finalize the truth before I shoot my mouth off more about this…wonder if this is why Tom wanted me to show him around? 

    Robert was getting sick and tired of everyone thinking he looked slow but the kid seemed pretty nice. Guess I’ll let the kid slide but escort services? “Escort services?” Robert asked. “Coleman uses escort services? And you know this; how?” 

    Drat, drat, drat. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I don’t have solid proof of anything yet.” Drat …I need to get more info from Vicki. Karmanj looked uncomfortable. 

    Robert felt sorry for the kid but needed information if he was ever going to get his life back. “What do you have?” 

    “I have a friend” – Vicki – “that tells me things. She knows a lot about stuff Coleman does. He’s single you know and always pays cash.” I wish she’d tell me what She does for him. Man, she’s hot. 

    Robert felt a rush of lust from Karmanj toward this girl – Vicki. Wow – he didn’t see that coming and turned to the water fountain nearby to get a drink of water and recover his wits that had gone to his crotch. Whoa – lust by association – that’s a new one. “Mind telling me how you know her and what she’s told you?” 

    Karmanj suddenly radiated suspicion toward Robert but mingled that feeling with respect for Tom and Barto. Guess that’s why they wanted me to talk to this guy in the first place. He’s an ex-cop and may know something. “I meet her early mornings on Friday; usually at a local coffee shop. She used to be my sister’s roommate in college ‘til my sister got killed in a car wreck. She dropped out of school the beginning of her senior year and we ran into each other at this place a few years later. It’s sorta’ become a regular thing. Her name’s Vicki Moody, but I doubt she’d like me bringing anyone.” Too bad, she dropped out. I hate telling this story. 

    “Why’d she drop out?” he asked. 

    Karmanj paused looking troubled. Guess I should tell him. “Her parents ran out of money because my sister, Ajda, was driving Vicki’s car and killed a young couple.”  

    Robert felt a wave of hurt from Karmanj and a tinge of the desire for Vicki. He had a huge crush on her. 

    Karmanj continued, “The couple had a daughter in the car that lived. The parents of the couple sued and Vicki’s parents didn’t have enough insurance to cover the punitive damages from the lawsuit. They lost everything and Vicki didn’t have any financial support even though she is really smart. She never went back. She ‘kinda’ befriended me” – I wish she were more than a friend. “She ‘kinda’ adopted me as her younger brother.” 

    “I think you ought to take me to see her. Will she be there tomorrow?” Robert asked. 

    “Probably…” but I don’t think she’ll like it…he thought. ”I don’t think she’ll like it,” he said. I know she won’t like it. Drat, drat, drat. 

    “You need to take me there tomorrow. We need to find out about Coleman and she may tell me things.” 

    She won’t like it, Robert heard that thought several times but felt the resignation in his attitude as he nodded. Robert felt that he was doing it in the belief that Tom and Barto had wanted him too. He didn’t want to dispel that feeling so he’d talk to them tonight and tell them what’s up. This is going to be interesting. Hope it doesn’t ruin the kid’s relationship with the girl. Maybe he could make it.  

    He looked up and saw Tom and Barto coming back in. He walked over to them before Karmanj could say or ask anything and took them aside and laid out what he planned to do. They seemed agreeable but were concerned with him moving around in public. He assured them he’d be fine and they had him follow them upstairs to fill him in on the day. He felt like an accepted team player and that felt good. 

    There was an enormous amount of background material to learn and research. A candidate had to have teams of people to research who he was to meet and what were they going to talk about and all the other tangential issues. Anything you suggested might affect something else and you had to be ready for it. It was a lot to cover but it was exciting for Robert to brainstorm ideas and be thought of as an equal. Barto told him that Tom and he were still debating how best to use him. Barto thought that this morning run with Vicki might be a good start. Robert tried to show more confidence than he felt. 
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    The morning was crisp and bright but getting up had been tough. He’d had to drink several slugs of some cheap vodka before he’d been able to go to sleep so he wasn’t quite one hundred percent yet. He was looking forward to some designer coffee even though Tom and Barto could make a decent cup. He wasn’t looking forward to seeing Vicki but it seemed necessary. 

    Karmanj met him at eight downstairs and they didn’t talk much – just mumbled pleasantries at each other and went out to a beat up looking Volvo that looked like it might not make it out of the parking lot. Robert started to say something but Karmanj cut him off.  

    “It gets me around and it’s comfortable. It’s paid for and I don’t need collision insurance coverage on it,” Karmanj stated. Won’t let anyone dis’ you baby. Karmanj patted the dash gently. 

    Robert chuckled at his thought and climbed in. The interior was clean and the windows had the maximum allowable level of tint on them. The windows were dark from the outside. It was a better vehicle than it looked however. He chuckled again thinking that that was how everyone saw him. It’s better than it looks he thought. “I like your car.”  

    “Don’t tease baby here. She doesn’t like it,” he stated. 

    “No offense meant. I really like it. It has character.” 

    Karmanj snorted. They drove silently for a few minutes and then he spoke up. “I want to talk to her for a few minutes – first; while you buy me a double mocha.” I don’t want to spring you on her all of a sudden. Need to somehow get her to talk with you. She is so gonna’ not like this. 

    Robert looked at him and nodded once in acquiescence. 

    They pulled up to an old, run down Portland Brew – quite a few cars were parked out front. The place seemed pretty busy. He didn’t think there’d be much of a line but there were five ahead of him. He walked over to wait in line as Karmanj scanned the room and waved to a girl in the back. 

    Robert tried to check her out in the dim rear of the shop. He couldn’t make out what they were talking about with the din of other thoughts in the shop but she looked like a blond in her mid-twenties. Her hair was straight and cut just above her shoulders. He couldn’t tell how tall she was but she had a pretty smile, no makeup and workout clothes like an old sweat suit. She was still pretty – he guessed she was trying to ‘dress down’ and look non-descript. He was jarred out of his reverie when the employee taking orders said, “Sir. What will you have?” Come on buddy. There are four more people behind you and I need to go to the john.  

    “Oh sorry. A medium double mocha and a medium black coffee …whatever is the house coffee …no expresso,” he said, anticipating questions before the clerk could ask. 

    He paid and waited a short time as they seemed efficient and then carried the coffees toward the back. As he got closer, he could hear/feel Karmanj’s thoughts and his last few spoken words.  

    “He’s a friend of Barto’s and is here to help.” You better not screw this up. She isn’t gonna like this one bit.  

    “Hi. I’m Robert,” he said as he handed over the mocha to Karmanj. He didn’t sit down because he didn’t want to pressure her more than he already was by being there. He knew he was being appraised but her thoughts were an undercurrent, not pre-vocalized, as she scrutinized his face. 

    “I want Barto to be the next mayor and I intend to do anything I can, within reason, to help him,” he said. 

    “Within reason?” she said rhetorically. You look like a cop.  

    “I’m an ex-cop,” he said and she sat back a bit but her face showed no emotion and he ‘heard’ no thoughts. She just sat there.  

    He felt so uncomfortable because he needed her information more than she needed him. “I’m the one that shot those two kids a few weeks back. I quit the department last week. Just started working with Hernandez.” He started to say more but she held up her hand and nodded to the seat next to her. He sat down quickly. 

    “Can you help Barto? I mean really help him. Coleman shouldn’t win,” She said. I wonder if he could help. He looks incapable but you can’t judge a book by its cover, she thought. I’ve learned that lesson well enough and Karmanj (he felt her warm – sisterly feelings for him) likes him. He tried his clumsy, sweet best to sell this guy to me so he must have something.  

    “Those kids had the wrong background to rob a place. How could Coleman influence them? What can you tell me?” Robert asked. 

    “I can’t tell you anything officially and I’m definitely not going to testify to any of what I could tell you. That has to be understood on the front end,” she said. If he thinks I’m going to give a deposition or something — I’ll leave now. 

    “Nothing like that. I just need a starting point,” he said. 

    If he had said, I promise or I swear – I would have been out of here. I’ve had enough of those standard lies. 

    “No …no,” Robert said. “I just can’t figure why Steve Coleman would have any influence over a fraternity …can’t figure why he’d even want to have any influence. College kids only vote when the political situation is horrible.” 

    You are kinda sharp and you look strong …manly …that’s sexy. “I can tell you some of it.” 

    Robert felt his loins responding to her and with a deep intake of breath smelled her faint perfume. God, he thought. She smells good. He was going from thought to full woody and that wasn’t what he needed now so he took a big slug of his coffee which was still hot enough to scorch his tongue. Damn, he thought as the coffee dribbled down his chin. He was doubly surprised when the girl leaned over and patted the coffee dry and smiled faintly at him. Full woody. Damn she’s cute. Gawd her smile drives me crazy. He took an enormous breath and let it out slow realizing the long-g-g-g pause was getting awkward. 

    “What do you need to know? How can I help? Barto and Karmanj are the most honest, good people I know. Karmanj would never attach himself to someone who wasn’t excellent,” she patted Karmanj’s hand. He felt her affection for him – as a brother. 

    “He needs to know what you know about Coleman,” Karmanj said and she seemed suddenly defensive. 

    “I can’t tell you,” she said to Karmanj. 

    Robert spoke up. “I just need a starting point.” 

    Her face screwed up and then both could see that she had reached a decision. “He pays me. He never does anything with me. I think he’s gay or twisted or something. He just calls me up and I meet him at some office and he pays me a LOT of money to hire girls to service fraternities over at the college.” 

    “You don’t do anything with him?” Karmanj asked. 

    She patted his hand. “No sweetie. I just hire some ladies to take care of all the young boys trying to get into the fraternities over there.” He does want me to do things for him but it’s nothing weird …like tonight. 

    “Young boys?” Robert asked. “You mean pledges, don’t you? The ones that are joining the fraternity …why would he do that?” 

    “I overheard him once say that he needed the girls and free booze so they’d do some hazing ritual.” I think he is trying to get the police to patrol heavier. I’ll find out tonight if I think it will help Barto and Tom. 

    “What hazing?” Robert asked and Karmanj leaned closer also. 

    “I heard him talking about someone getting them weapons and having them rob a place so they could get into the fraternity.” He’s trying this to help his campaign somehow. 

    Robert also heard some side thoughts and flashes of images that showed that Coleman hadn’t always avoided using her personal services. Woody again. Lord she made him want her…a lot. 

    “What fraternities?” Robert asked. 

    She said she didn’t know but she said their tattoos looked like horseshoes and they were the smartest guys on campus. The Greek symbols were clear enough to him and he had a starting point - Omegas. He’s kinda cute in a strong way, she thought. 

    “That’s enough for me. Can I have a number to call if I have more questions?” he asked. 

    I’d like to give you my number for real. She gave him the number to call and told him only to call between 1 pm and 5 and let it ring twice and then call back five minutes later or she wouldn’t answer. He gave her a number where he could be reached when she got more information. Damn if he didn’t feel that pull again.  

    She got up and walked out. She was only about 5 feet two or three but boy she looked hot. She wasn’t wearing any bra under that sweatshirt and those nipples showed right through. They were small and firm too. Damn. He’d have to stay here a few minutes before he could stand up and go out. 
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    Karmanj and Robert were talking as Tom and Barto rolled into the headquarters building. “What’d y’all do today?” Karmanj asked the pair. 

    Tom answered. “A chicken-a-la-king luncheon at a League of Women Voters meeting, one early morning radio spot, one video interview with an abrasive local station, and a couple of handshaking walkthroughs at a mall and a local factory.” 

    Barto Hernandez walked right up to Robert, “Any luck?” Did you find out much from Vicki? Did she explain about Coleman’s ties to the fraternities? 

    “She knows that he somehow funds booze and girls for two local fraternities but didn’t know the details. I gave her a number to contact me when she finds out anything more. I’m expecting a call in the morning after she meets Coleman tonight.” 

    “She didn’t say she was meeting with Coleman tonight!” Karmanj snapped. Where’d you get that information? 

    “Vicki isn’t our only source,” Robert said implying information from Tom and Barto also. “I appreciate you taking me to see her today. I know it wasn’t easy but I do think she’ll be a lot of help.” 

    Barto indicated that Robert and Tom should follow him upstairs. He turned to Karmanj and asked him to brief the call takers and volunteers about Hernandez’ stand on the new convention center. He also asked him to prowl around and find out the community attitudes in North and South Nashville about the crime rate. He wanted a new survey to tell him how voters were leaning and he needed some wedge issue to motivate voters away from Coleman. Apathy could kill a candidate’s chances as easily as exciting voters could help one get elected. Coleman was fighting to incite voters for him. Hernandez was fighting voter apathy. He just needed people to get to the polls. 

    Hernandez and Hauser walked upstairs with Robert. 

    Hernandez took off his jacket and tie and lay on the short couch on the side of the office. Whew …Some hard day. “So Vicki will probably call tomorrow? How about coming with Tom and me to a political meeting tonight? I have a small earpiece for my phone and you can set the one here on touch-to-talk and give me what people are thinking. There are supposed to be a lot of powerful undecided folks there and I need to know what different ones are thinking. Tom can brief you on who I’m about to meet. Can you pick up thoughts in a crowded area?” 

    “Sometimes. If I can focus on the person near you, I may be able to pick up some. I’ll relay what I can. What’s the dress going to be?” 

    “Good point Robert. Tom. Would you fix him up with something suitable? I think we’ve got enough discretionary money for that. I’ll meet you two here at 6:30. There are supposed to be hors d’œuvres and drinks before dinner and a sit-down dinner at 8pm. When you can’t talk to me – please take good mental notes.” 

    “That’s just leaves us an hour and forty-five minutes. Let’s get you into a suit,” Tom said. Come on big guy. Let’s roll. 

    Robert was tired and groaned but got out of the comfy chair and started out the door.  

    Tom turned to Barto. “I’ll have him ready. One inexpensive makeover coming up.” 

     

    Tom had excellent taste and they got Robert a fashionable, dark suit. Outfitted from head to toe, or, haircut to shoes in this case; Robert looked like a different person.  

    Barto was impressed when they returned. Tom gave Robert the phone and earpiece and Barto already had his in place. “Let’s test these out first.” 

    Tom showed Robert how the different features and pretty soon, he had it down pat. Tom turned to Robert and said, “I’ll be a high-grand-muckety-muck talking to Barto and you fill him in on what I’m thinking.” 

    Tom walked over and introduced himself to Barto and Barto asked Tom a few banal questions. Tom answered for a minute or two and they both turned to Robert. “Well?” Tom asked. 

    “Z-z-z-z-z-z,” Robert said. “White noise. Ask Tom a more telling question.” 

    Barto tilted his head to the side and bit and then asked, “Seen Gordon lately?” 

    Wham. Tom leaned forward toward Barto with clenched jaw. You have no right to pry into my affairs – and at that point, a mosaic of images hit Robert. You prick – you friggin’… Robert could see as Tom caught himself, took a deep breath and calmed down. 

    “Direct hit …Recent breakup and anger. He – wants you to respect his privacy, etc.” Robert said. 

    “Good enough for me Tom. Close enough for you?” Barto asked. 

    Tom nodded and they headed out the door while discussing whom they’d be likely to see, their interests, their politics, and their perversions. It all started to run together even though a few bits and pieces sunk in.  

    They headed into a fairly large meeting room with cloth-covered tables laden with tasty looking snacks. The bars looked decent so Robert ordered a soda and lime to look like he was drinking. The room was abuzz with thoughts that went from the absurd to the profane …lots of profane. It didn’t take an old competitor long before he zeroed in on Barto.  

    Robert saw the heavyset man headed toward Barto. Tom leaned over toward Robert and said, “I’ll be on conference mode with you too. Set your phone to push-to-talk and Barto’s will be on voice activated mode. The guy coming over is Neil Johnson. He ran against Hernandez when he ran for the city council two years ago. He’s currently supporting Coleman and he’s currently with the Chamber of Commerce. 

    Hey Barto, you fat-ass beaner. “Hey Barto. How’ve you been? How’s the campaign going?” Why don’t you just concede now you ignorant wetback? You might cause me to lose my commission on that bond purchase.  

    “He thinks you’re ignorant and doesn’t like Hispanics. He’s worried you might make him lose his commission on a bond purchase if Coleman doesn’t get elected,” Robert relayed the thoughts of Neil Johnson to Barto.  

    Hernandez shook the man’s hand and said his campaign was going well and thanked him for considering investing in the bonds for the new convention center. He asked him if the city was going to release the first Garner report that said the convention center would be a severe drain on the local economy. 

    How did he find out I would purchase those bonds? He couldn’t know it wasn’t with my own money so I need to stay cool. How did he know about the Garner report? “What report was that Hernandez? The report I saw didn’t say anything about losing money. The one I saw said it’d make breakeven after 15 years…that’s pretty good.” He shouldn’t know about the Garner report. I thought all the hard copies had been destroyed. 

    “He thought all the copies had been destroyed and he is buying the bonds with someone else’s money,” Robert relayed to Barto. 

    Barto tilted his head a bit to side and was obviously parsing how he’d respond to Neil. “Yeah Neil. A copy or three found there way into my staffs’ hands. Now didn’t you go into Chapter 11 reorganization with your furniture business this year?” 

    “Yeah. It’s been a tough couple of years,” Johnson said wearily. 

    “Heard you were going to be one of the ones purchasing a lot of bonds for the new convention center,” Hernandez said. 

    “Where’d you hear that?” How could you have heard about that? Who talked? This is bad. 

     “You hit a nerve. Tell him you heard he was getting the money from some Vietnamese guy,” Robert said to Barto. 

    The pauses in the conversation were shaking up Johnson as well. Finally Barto spoke. “I heard some Vietnamese guy was staking you and you were going to get a heavy commission for fronting for him.” 

    Oh God. Somebody working for Hoang must have talked. My God. Hoang has to know …unless he’s the one trying to double cross me. “Where’d you get that bit? You’ve gotta be crazy to listen to street talk. Buying municipal bonds isn’t illegal. It helps the city grow. It’s the patriotic thing to do,” he said indignantly. 

    “He’s getting backing from Hoang,” Robert reported. 

    Hernandez chuckled. “No soap box for me please, Neil. Depends on where the money comes from doesn’t it …especially if there’s collusion on burying an unfavorable report. It might look unethical whether any indictments were ever released or not.” 

    Indictments? Not with the district attorney on our side. “You’re dreaming Hernandez. You haven’t got a prayer,” growled Johnson. 

    “Does this mean you won’t put up a street sign in your yard?” 

    “You be careful Hernandez,” Johnson warned. 

    “Nice to see you Neil. I won’t take up any more of your time.” Hernandez said and continued to circulate in the room. 

    There wasn’t much going on at the event – many ‘well-wishers’ and those seeking favor but not many heavy hitters. The only other happening was a person seeking to write a story about the election for a local magazine with a small circulation. The reporter was bored and Robert told Barto that there was little interest, except when Barto mentioned the hidden report on the convention center. Controversy still sold magazines, it seemed. Apparently, Coleman wasn’t advertising with these folks. 

    The reporter asked Hernandez if he’d mind using his picture in the article and took a picture and left. Hernandez indicated he was ready to leave shortly afterward. 

    They were pretty quiet as they made there way to the car and Robert didn’t see anyone about them. He did bend over and check under the car for any added ‘devices’. Tom asked what he was doing and when Robert explained – you could see the color drain from Tom’s face. Robert explained what telltales they might expect and got him to promise to examine the car whenever he, or Barto, was going anywhere. Robert didn’t sense any threats close by…a good thing. 

    Robert explained what he had learned about Hoang and his apparent connection to loaning money to Neil Johnson to buy municipal bonds. Hernandez quizzed Robert about Hoang and while he explained about Hoang hiring a guy to bomb his car, he didn’t go into details about the shootout he had had in Hoang’s condominium. He did tell them about the Arab who had been arrested after trying to kill him. Barto’s insightful questions – and thoughts – elicited Robert’s reasons for not having the police go ahead and arrest the Arab for the attempted murder. Robert had to explain his fear of a poor investigation and about the intelligence squad surveillance of Hoang.  

    Hernandez seemed discouraged by Robert’s descriptions of the lack of prowess of the police but he was mildly optimistic about police surveillance of Hoang for drug trafficking. Robert went on to explain how difficult it was to prove a case of “conspiracy to” — do anything or prove a Racketeering Influenced Corrupt Organization (RICO) case. He explained how it was virtually impossible to bring a RICO or conspiracy case at the state level – and only viable at the federal level if the evidence was overwhelming and there was good press. 

    The ride back was pretty quiet. There wasn’t much sub-vocalization on the way back either. They had almost gotten back to the headquarters when Barto tapped Robert on the shoulder.  

    “Guess you’re going to have to try more events to turn up anything.” Do you think that will do anything for us? 

    Robert thought for a minute or so. “I’m not sure that will help. Let’s run through the possibilities and see what y’all think. What will the public do if we show Coleman has support that gives money to church leaders?” 

    Tom spoke up. “He could twist the truth and it’s hard to prove he didn’t just support church activities. The congregations wouldn’t be incensed. I’ve seen them blow off allegations like that over and over. No way would the state pull their tax-exempt status for involving themselves with political activities …no support there.” 

    “How about supplying the fraternities with booze and hookers?” Robert asked. 

    Barto took this one. “No one would believe it unless the fraternity members spoke up and I doubt they’d do that. The public would be outraged but no one from the escort services would talk – that’s for sure.” 

    “Well. How about the unpublished report that said the convention center would have a very unfavorable effect on the local economy and the chief consultant on the report was killed in a mysterious crash? Think that could get any traction?’ Robert asked. 

    Tom jumped in again. “Not in the month we have before the election. People wouldn’t really care since there is a second, published report, saying the center complex would break even in fifteen years. No one would care if local community leaders from the Better Business Bureau and the Chamber of Commerce bought the bonds to finance it either. They’d twist it to show they were just being supportive of the local economy. No one would give a shit. They’re just trying to make a buck.” 

    That’s what I think, thought Barto. That’s probably how it’d be perceived anyway. 

    “What about drug and adult businesses’ money funding all these activities?” Robert asked. 

    “The public would eat the ones involved, alive but, if what you say is true, the district attorney wouldn’t prosecute,” Tom stated. 

    “…And any prosecution would take forever. What about how Hoang and Coleman are tied at the hip with this ...with Hoang -- probably Hoang …pulling the strings. Yeah. I doubt we could tie all this together in time,” Barto said. So. What do you think we have? Do we have options?  

    “We could come out with allegations on all of these. Surely it would rile up the public,” Tom said. 

    Barto turned to Tom. “Come on Tom. You know better than that. We’d be instantly targeted as desperate and delusional. No one would believe all that.” So, what do we have out there? 

    Robert answered. “Many of the people involved should feel guilty but have rationalized their actions. Hoang is expanding his business and influence and he’s already strong. Some might feel twinges of quilt but it’s successfully suppressed…I’m sure of that. You can’t imagine how people rationalize crap they’re doing because it doesn’t really hurt anybody…those teenagers were just good luck for Coleman – bad luck for the kids. It helps his case. It certainly didn’t help the Hernandez campaign.” 

    “So what do you suggest? There’s no way we’ll even raise the issue of murder of the guy who wrote the first report. I can’t see us getting any atomic bomb level proof on Coleman in a month. Guess we need someone, or a group of someones, to turn on Coleman,” Hernandez posited.  

    “How?” Tom asked. 

    “We’ll just have to play them against one another. It’s the only thing that will do anything in the time frame we need. I can’t see turning over the city to Hoang and Coleman…not to mention the fact that they’ll kill me first chance they get. I think if we can get it to unravel it will break down pretty fast. Also think Barto here, ought to start wearing a bullet resistant vest.” 

    “Bullet proof you mean?” Barto said. 

    “Nope. They sorta stop bullets if they are low enough power. I can get you an old one that would fit you if I can get back to my apartment,” Robert said. 

    “Do you think that’s necessary? What if I’m seen wearing it?” Barto asked. 

    “You just say there have been threats on your life because you have uncovered information that involve the convention center. It’ll lend credibility and get publicity. They’ll want to get more information on the threats. You’ll say you have to wait on the results of the Federal investigation,” Robert said. 

    “There’s no investigation,” Tom said. 

    “Sure. We know that and the Feds know that, but there are a lot of different agencies that make up the Feds. You just have to say that you are not allowed to talk about it. Then later say, you can’t talk until indictments are handed down and you’ve said too much already. You’ll definitely need to watch out after that.” 

    “But won’t the FBI spokesperson, just deny any investigation?” Hernandez asked. 

    “Of course …just the same as if there WAS an ongoing investigation. 

    “Great plan. Now all we have to do is feed info to the press…and stay alive,” Tom sighed. 

    Barto chuckled. I agree with the ‘stay alive’ part. 

    Robert chuckled. “You and me both. I’ll head to stir stuff up with the Chamber of Commerce tomorrow if you’ll give me names who are players. Tom. Can you get me names and get a copy of that unreleased report to the City Paper? They’re still pretty independent.” 

    I’ll get Karmanj on the names from the escort services. Tom already has most of the names you’ll need. He has a few, close personal friends in the finance sector. “Anything else?” Barto thought. 

    “Skip Karmanj. I’ll handle the escort services information,” Robert stated as Tom glanced back at Hernandez and Barto nodded acceptance. 
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    Robert waited ‘til 10 am to call Vicki as Karmanj had told him she was finished working out by then. He called giving the appropriate rings and waited before calling again. She answered on the second ring. He told her who he was and she said she knew from the number and had been going to call him later anyway. They agreed to meet at the coffee house, since she was pretty much a regular there.  

     

    **** 

     

    Ismal was finally released. Hoang’s lawyer played the system very well even though there was to be a follow-up hearing in seven weeks. The local court system was jammed and there was no speedy trial like the federal system still tried to claim. The state court system no longer had any pretensions of being speedy, but it was fairly computerized and efficient. He went to Hoang’s new condominium. He had moved, saying it had become too well known to stay there any longer. Ismallah was unsettled that his master had moved because of Officer Thales. Thales was more than he seemed and Ismal was uncomfortable for the first time in many years. His master was withholding information from him…not a good sign. There were more guards now – more security. All recognized Ismal however and gave him a wide berth. 

    Hoang appeared calm – himself again, as Ismal walked in.  

    “You’ve been out of circulation. Sloppy work. I don’t pay you to be sloppy,” Hoang said. 

    “This Thales fellow is more than he seems,” Ismal stated. “I will not make that mistake again.” 

    “No,” Hoang said and let the silence drag for a long time with eyes drilling into Ismal. “You will not make a mistake again. I do not pay people to make mistakes.” 

    Ismal was torn about asking his master to tell him WHAT made Thales different and WHY he was so afraid of this man but he couldn’t bring himself to do so. Somehow, it seemed beneath him to do so. He decided to ask anyway, “Do you know where he is?” 

    Hoang didn’t say anything but walked over to the bar, poured himself a tumbler of vodka …added a couple of ice cubes, snatched a paper off the bar and tossed it to Ismal. Then he took a long pull of his vodka. 

    Ismal noted the photo of Barto Hernandez at a local function and there in the background, circled in red marker, was Robert Thales. Thales; dressed in a suit, but definitely Robert Thales. He looked up at Hoang. 

    “My people say he advises Hernandez. You do know that Hernandez is running against our guy, Coleman. Don’t make another mistake,” Hoang emphasized by pointing at Ismal with his finger. He sloshed his drink, cursed and grabbed a towel off the bar. When he noticed Ismal was still there, he said, “I don’t pay by the hour. Get your ass out there.” 

    Ismal was insulted and angry but not at his master. His master had every right to be upset with his failure. He would set this straight. He looked at the photo and looked up the address of Hernandez campaign headquarters. Then he headed to a safe house address to reclaim stashed weapons and tools he would need.  

     

    **** 

     

    Vicki came in to the coffee shop, saw Robert seated and sat down. Robert asked her if she wanted anything. 

    “I’ll get it,” Vicki said. I don’t like anyone giving me something to eat or drink. Too dangerous in my business, she thought. “Be right back.” 

    Robert heard her order a house coffee and chuckled. He wanted high test with no additives himself. She was back in a minute. 

    “You go first,” she said. 

    “Okay. We know that Coleman is somehow supplying women and booze to two local fraternities. We don’t know who is arranging it though or why. We think there is some connection to Leo Hoang. Hoang is supplying money from his operations to ‘lend’ to business leaders. Those leaders are buying municipal bonds to pay for the construction of the new convention center.” Robert stopped when Vicki looked pensive but subvocalized nothing. “Those business leaders and the outgoing mayor are supporting Coleman to make sure the convention center becomes a done deal.” 

    I wondered why those straight looking business guys were involved. “Coleman has asked me for special girls for some of his friends,” Vicki said. That must be why Alexander set those meets up with those guys at his club. He always videos all the guests, for his own casual viewing, or blackmail I guess. “He has some girls from the escort service meet with business guys.” 

    “What can you tell me?” Robert asked. 

    “Can you really help Hernandez win?” Vicki asked…without getting him killed, she thought. 

    “I think I can. I’ll sure try,” Robert said. “What else can you tell me? It’s important and I know these people are dangerous.”  

    You’re nice to be around. You act like you are really listening to what other people are saying, and you’re pretty smart. “There are some regulars among the businessmen. Fat Alexander sets them up in his club,” she said. I wonder if those construction leaders are involved? I better give him the list. She looked around and slid her hand under the table to his knee. 

    He smiled when he heard her thoughts and felt her hand with the list for him. “Is there anyone else? Construction people maybe…” he asked as he palmed the note from her. 

    She looked shocked but said, “Are they involved too? They’re not on the list.” I wonder if he wants the district attorney too. He sure is a frequent user. You are sexy in a manly way. I wonder if…? 

    Robert felt himself getting aroused by her thoughts and quickly continued. “I’ll need any others you think might be involved.” When he saw her expression, he said, “Two days. I’ll meet you here in two days…same time. I have to do something with the folks on this list first.” 

    “You leave first,” she said…That way the other guys won’t notice you much. Other people notice the pretty girl and wonder if she’s available if the man leaves first. “Act pissed off.” Guys are always good at getting pissed off at minor bullshit. 

    Robert flashed her a quick smile, stood up quickly, looked at her disgustingly, and marched out the door. 

    She’s so sexy he thought. God. I have been way too long without a woman. He strode to his borrowed Volvo around the block and headed back to Barto’s headquarters. He did not notice the surveillance of Hernandez’s headquarters as he pulled in. 
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    Robert, Barto, and Tom went right upstairs to talk. As soon as they entered the room and opened the list, Barto asked, “Okay. Who are the bad guys?” 

    Robert felt that oppressive hate on opening the list. The feeling was so strong …just like in the hotel. The feeling wasn’t from the list. It was from outside. Robert looked up at Tom. “Call the police and tell them someone called in a bomb threat and said they will shoot anyone running away,” he shouted. That hate was tangible like a taste in his mouth now. 

    Karmanj came running up the stairs and Robert nearly shot him when he ran through the door without knocking. “Whoa! Whoa!” he said and held his hands up to Robert. “There’s a fire out back. Someone lit the cover to a car back there. We called the fire department. It probably isn’t anything.” 

    Barto looked at Robert with his eyebrows raised. “Well. What’s up this time?” he asked. These are the people you about to stir up? Madre de Dios! 

    “I’ll wait here with you,” Robert said as he heard the approaching sirens. “Your people should be okay…” he said and tilted his head to the side as if listening. The hate was strong but fading. Robert knew it was simply a gauntlet thrown down for him. Ismal had found his quarry. 

    They decided to start checking out the list as time was running out …in more ways than one.  

    “I see that Neil Johnson is on the list as are most of the Chamber and BBB’s advisory board,” Tom said. “We’re investing in our community in the best way we can …with real dollars. I can see their sanctimonious faces now as they say that.” 

    “Oh …and the district attorney is involved,” Robert said. “Why would big construction firm gurus be involved?” he asked. 

    Barto didn’t seem surprised at all. “I had heard the D.A. wouldn’t prosecute any white collar related crimes. I don’t see big construction names on the list though.” 

    “They’ll be on a separate list coming soon,” Robert stated. 

    “Another list. We need less lists and more action,” Tom said. 

    “I imagine we’ll see some of that soon enough,” Barto said, while looking intently at Robert. “Careful what you wish for Tom.” Barto continued. “To answer your earlier question about the construction guys …these guys bid quite a few million more than others and the big firms take turns on who wins. The other firms overbid the winning firm. On a project this size, they’ll split the bids between different tasks. It will look all right and proper.” 

    “You seem to know a lot about this stuff,” Robert said. 

    “Let’s see. Hernandez. That’s a Latino name isn’t it?” he said sarcastically. “Guess you noticed several Latinos on construction sites. Think they all went through citizenship verification and are paid minimum wage? Think the construction companies pay wages according to the Davis-Bacon Act? Politicians have systematically stripped enforcement budgets to reduce regulation. The state doesn’t prosecute anti-trust violations anymore and the Feds rarely step in. The local D.A. certainly isn’t going to do anything. He doesn’t have to run again for years.” 

    “How can we do this?” Robert asked. “I see problems with electronic methods since they’re all recorded and traceable.”  

    “Aren’t we paranoid now?” Tom said mockingly. 

    “I was kinda being rhetorical,” Robert said, “Just thinking out loud.” 

    “That’s a good one,” Tom said and grinned.  

    “I didn’t mean it that way…” he said and stopped since he realized Barto and Tom were kidding. Robert let out a sigh and grinned. “Okay fellas. Think I may have a way without using the Net or phones or US Postal Service. Need a computer with a wired, non-networked printer and some generic paper. Don’t handle the paper. This is a trick I learned from the Right Wing Posse Comitatus groups around here.” 

    “What are you going to do?” Hernandez asked. 

    “Issue subpoenas,” Robert said. 

    Madre de dios! Hernandez thought. “We’re all going to jail.” 

    “I don’t think so,” Tom said. “I think I know where you’re heading with this Robert. “Federal grand jury?” 

    “Yep,” said Robert. “A special one no one will talk about.” 

    “Just like the FBI investigation no one knows about. The local DA can’t even find out anything and the Federal Attorney General’s Office denies knowing anything about it. I’ll need some money …I’ll take care of that …and make a lot of phone calls. I’ve got a few friends that owe me …time to collect. One of my best friends from the military got terminated from the PD and is working at the federal court house.” 

    Robert explained. “No one talks about secret subpoenas. The cops don’t know – the FBI is notorious about telling locals what is going on – they think they are destined to get information without any obligation to return the favor. The US Attorney’s Office never talks with anyone about what they do or don’t do. The only thing surprising about subpoenas from the US Attorney is that they are actually doing their job – they tend to just go through the motions. These subpoenas look real and will have the props that make them believeable.” 

    “How can we pretend to use the real US Courthouse?” Tom asked. 

    Robert chuckled. “They are currently renovating the Federal Courthouse and the new courtrooms are finished. The security personnel at the current courthouse are retired cops – some owe me favors.” 

    “Nothing will happen even if everything works like a charm…no one will get indicted…no one arrested,” Tom stated. 

    “Yes and no,” Robert chuckled. “Nothing much happens with the Feds but they have a lot of power and they rarely use it properly. This is business as usual – just seeming a little faster than normal. They normally wait until crime gets so bad they get bad press – then they act. This kinda jump starts an investigation and gives the local police a misimpression we can use.” 

    “…but its not legal because the US government isn’t doing it itself…even though they should be…” 

    “No its not…and they should. You in?” Robert asked. 

    “Hell yeah!” Tom answered and Hernandez nodded. 

     

    **** 

    Karmanj knocked on the office door and came on in. “Boss. There’s a reporter from the City paper downstairs and he wants to talk with you.” 

    Barto Hernandez looked piqued. “This may work out better than I hoped. Robert. You want to be in the background on purpose for this one? I’ll explain there have been threats on my life and the lives of my staff. Then I’ll explain that I can’t talk about the Federal investigation, into money laundering and bid rigging. That ought to be an interesting story with photos. We’ll send a paper copy to Steve Coleman and Fat Alexander.” Hernandez turned to Robert. “I’ll get that vest in the morning.” 

     

    **** 

     

    Steve Coleman was furious and he just called Leo Hoang. “Did you see this bit in the City Paper? Hernandez is talking about threats on his life and a Federal investigation. There’s no investigation! Somebody would have told me. Look, who is in the background. It’s that cop – ex-cop – that shot those kids! Thales. Why is he always showing up in our business? I thought you were going to do something about him. They better not tie me to this stuff.” 

    Leo Hoang let Coleman run down. “This number was for emergencies. This isn’t an emergency. I will not be using this number again. Do not call me with trivial matters. Never threaten me. You can be replaced by the vice mayor. You are convenient – not essential. Don’t call me again. This number will not work.” He cut the connection. He sat down and sent for Ismal. 

    A long 45 minutes later, Ismal came to Hoang’s high rise. “I am losing patience with you Ismal. You haven’t totally failed me before. Are you going to start now?” There was a seemingly long pause, even though it was only a moment. “What is status of Thales?” 

    “This week…” Ismal said. 

    “Tonight.” Hoang said very almost inaudibly. 

    “I cannot after…”  

    Ismal saw Hoang lower his chin and look at him with clenched teeth. “Tonight.”  

     

    **** 

     

    Robert’s phone rang. It was Vicki’s number. He answered immediately. “What’s up?” He could sense her fear – abject fear through the phone – but not for herself – for Barto and him. 

    “I can only talk a second. I’ll put the list of names for the construction people where we met before. Why did you let them get your picture in the paper? Coleman is furious. He went crazy when he saw the article. He called someone – I think it was Leo Hoang. He said they better do something about you. I heard him in the next room. I think someone will try to kill you. I can’t talk to you any more. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    It was just chance that Ismal decided to get his sweet expresso on the way to a kill. He had missed coffee so much the last time he was in prison that he allowed himself the luxury of an early morning cup. He noticed an attractive girl coming in as he was walking to a corner table. She looked familiar. Hadn’t he seen her with Coleman? Yes. That was it and she still had makeup on …odd that she was dressed in running clothes — but with makeup. Western women, whores had no shame about their bodies but this was odd. Instinct kicked in and he decided he’d just watch a minute to see whom she was meeting. She didn’t stay long. She stood holding her drink for a couple of minutes and then rushed to a back table when a couple left. 

    Odd. She seemed so nervous. She wasn’t drinking …just sat looking around with one hand under the table. That was odd too. Westerners tended to put their left arm in their lap and drink with their right hand and she was right handed. He had enough experience to be sure of that. She wasn’t seated for more than a minute when she got up and marched out the door – throwing her untouched drink in the trash as she hurried out. What was she doing? 

    Ismal moved from the corner to the table. Sat down. Pretended to drop a pen and bent over to look under the table. Sure enough – there was a small piece of folded paper underneath. He palmed the paper and decided to sit there a minute before he moved back to the corner. Two minutes had hardly passed before Ismal was shocked as he hadn’t been in a long time. Robert Thales came walking through the door of the coffee shop.  

     

    **** 

    Robert felt the slam of hate as soon as he walked through the door. There sitting at the table where he met Vicki, was Ismal. He’d been set up! Maybe she had been followed. It didn’t matter. He turned around quickly and went back out the door in front of people who had just been leaving. He walked rapidly back to his borrowed Volvo. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

     

    Ismal got up and walked smoothly to the front of the shop where saw Thales driving away in an old Volvo. Hadn’t there been an old Volvo at the headquarters of Barto Hernandez. Yes! Now he could redeem himself with his employer. He allowed a smile to cross his face and slowly opened the folded piece of paper. Interesting. He had heard Hoang mention some of these names. They were construction people who were working on that convention center project. Vicki. That was the name of the girl Coleman was seeing. So, Vicki was sending information to Robert Thales. I think I’ll pay her a visit before I take care of Thales. A sharmouta must rely on her looks. No one will want her if she is deformed and scarred. Better than death. He called an associate that gave him the address of the whore. 

     

     

    **** 

    Lorenzo Hayes and Richard Adam had seen the City Paper photo also. They had just set up around the headquarters building about a burger and a coke ago when they saw ex-officer, Robert Thales zoom into the parking lot in an ancient Volvo and rush through the entrance door.  

    Robert was trying to call Vicki but was trying to wait the prerequisite five minutes for a redial. Karmanj saw Thales rush in and up the stairs. Karmanj followed right up the stairs behind him. 

    “Where’s Barto and Tom?” Robert demanded of Karmanj when Robert realized the candidate and his advisor weren’t in room.  

    “They told me they had a follow-up meeting with the City Paper reporter. What’s the big deal? Why the rush?” Karmanj asked. 

    “They’ll be out a little while then. Tell them to stay away ‘til I say. Do you know where Vicki lives?” Robert asked. 

    “Why? Have you put her in danger? I swear I’ll…” Karmanj said and was interrupted by Robert grabbing his arms and lifting him straight-armed, off the ground. Fuck. He’s strong. 

    “She lives on the top floor of some nice condos on Crestmoor near Bedford …just a couple of blocks from here,” he said as Robert set him down. 

    “What number?” Robert said with jaws clinched. 

    “219,” he said. 

    “You call Barto and Tom – tell them to stay away ‘til I call. Then call the police and say you’ve seen a Middle-Eastern guy, like the one that may have set the fire last night. Lock the door. Don’t let anyone in unless they’re in uniform,” Robert said and he had another minute to wait before he could call back and get her to answer but his cell vibrated with an incoming call …from Vicki. 

    Robert could feel her trepidation. “What’s up? I saw your number,” she said. “Did you get the list?” 

    “There was a middle-eastern man sitting where you usually sit when I went in. I think his name is Ismal. I didn’t get the list,” Robert said. 

    “Oh God. Ismal! I know about him. One of the other girls was set up with him and he did terrible things to her. She couldn’t work for a week. I’ve heard Coleman talk about him. He’ll come after me if he got the list instead of you. Why did I get messed up with this shit?” 

    Robert felt her fear mounting. “Where are you now? Are you in your condo?” he asked while checking his two guns and heading out the door.  

    Karmanj stopped talking on the phone and stared at him as he ran out.  

    “No. I was so stressed I went straight to our workout facility in the condo. It’s in the basement and you need a card to get in,” she said. 

    “Stay there. I’m coming to you. Do you have anything that you can use as a weapon?” he asked on the off chance she might have something. 

    “I’ve got a little KelTec .32 caliber. I’m decent with it,” she said.  

    “Great. Get behind something,” he said. “I’m coming.”  

    “I’ve heard that phrase before,” she said with gallows humor. 

    He laughed in spite of himself and disconnected. He decided it was easier to run since it was only three short blocks. How could he have known she lived so close, he thought. His foot began to throb as he was running and he was limping pretty badly as the building came into sight.  

     

    **** 

     

    Hayes and Adam saw Robert run out the door of the headquarters building, turn right, pull a handgun out of his waistband, and start running down the street. What the hell? They looked at each other and started up the van. Adam pulled a short-barreled shotgun from beside the seat and Hayes stomped on the gas. They hadn’t gone a block until they heard an all points bulletin on their radio and saw the dispatch of patrol cars on their computer terminal. 

    Detective Adam took the words out of Hayes mouth. “What the fuck? Follow Thales or go back to the headquarters?” 

    “Thales,” Detective Hayes said. Lorenzo didn’t like it when the pieces just didn’t fit. “We’ll let the uniforms secure the headquarters building.” 

    Detective Richard Adam just grunted assent and racked in a round of double aught buckshot. “The computer said a guy of middle-eastern descent again. Bet it’s that guy Ismal that just got outta jail. Think it’s Ismal again.” 

    “Don’t know but I plan to shoot somebody tonight if this shit keeps screwing up my digestion.  

     

    **** 

     

    Ismal put his palm against the door to 219 but felt no movement. There was light coming through the small viewport. He decided to do this quietly, pulled tools out of his pocket and manipulated the deadbolt unlocked. Quietly, he opened the door with his left hand with a silenced 9mm in his right. He entered and searched the luxurious rooms. He decided he would wait here for the whore. This could be quite enjoyable. He would use her before disfiguring her.  

     

     

    **** 

     

    Robert entered the building and was surprised that the common area was unlocked. Too little crime in this area, he thought. Where’s the paranoia when you need it? It did make it easier for him though. He quickly found the workout room and tapped twice followed by two single spaced taps. “It’s me. Robert,” he said. 

    Vicki came to the glass door, looked around to see that it was clear and let him in. He could see the little semi-auto in her hand. She threw her arms around him and planted a big kiss on his lips which he began to return before she pushed him away. Robert gently pushed her gun hand off to the side and they went away from the door. 

    “These don’t have a separate safety,” he said. 

    “Yeah. I know better. I’m glad you’re here. What next? We can’t stay here all night can we?” 

    “No. I guess we ought to go see Barto about those names. We’ve got some stuff cooking that ought to come to a head late tonight or tomorrow because of your first list. Head to see Barto first?” he asked. 

    “Probably. I’d like to get stuff out of my condo but I don’t think that’s the best idea right now. You think it’s okay?” she asked. 

    Robert felt the hate as a tangible force when he thought of her condo. “No. Definitely not right now,” he said. “Keep your weapon handy but let’s head to see Barto. You have a car handy?” 

    “This way,” she said and they moved toward the covered parking spaces. 

     

    “Police! Hold it! Don’t move!” shouted a voice.  

    Vicki started to turn but Robert told her. “Move slow and put our weapons down. I think I know these guys,” Robert said and slowly placed his handgun on the ground. 

    “All right Thales. What are you up to this time? Who were you going to shoot this time? Did this girl get the drop on you?” Detective Richard Adam said over his aimed shotgun. 

    “What the fuck?” Vicki yelled. “He came to protect me from a nut case in my condo. Why don’t you check out my condo – 219 – if you don’t believe me? Here are the keys and card.” 

    Robert didn’t say anything because he knew this man’s partner had them in sight also.  

    Adam kinda talked sideways without turning his head and said, “What do you think?” 

    “Think we should handcuff these two and go check it out,” Detective Lorenzo Hayes said as he stepped out with pistol pointed and tossed Robert a set of cuffs. “Cuff your left wrist first and then around the pipe beside you and the other wrist,” He said and waited ‘til Robert had done so before he picked up the two pistols, got another set of cuffs from his partner and cuffed the girl to the same pipe. “We’ll be right back. Don’t go away.” 

    Robert said nothing. Vicki said, “Why didn’t you do anything?” 

    Robert looked at her and said, “I did. I got two cops to go up to your condo for you. Better, they should check it out than us. Ismal has tracked me down before and – worst case — he knows you have been giving me information.” 

    “What do we do?” she asked.  

    He held up his cuffed hands and pulled on the four inch pipe. 

    He acted so strong…just another wimp, she thought. 

    “I am…” he bit off his reply. Not going to do that again, he thought.  

     

    **** 

     

    Detective Adam approached the number 219 fairly carefully. He’d seen enough that he thought there may, be some threat but he wasn’t sold on the idea of a middle-eastern hit man in the condo. When he and Lorenzo were outside the door, he took the key and started to unlock the lock but decided to try the door first. He came to full alert when he realized that the door was unlocked. He looked at his partner, took a little pocket LED flashlight out, raised three fingers in his left hand and mimicked saying one, two and three – when he keyed the light to strobe and tossed it into the darkened room. Adam went in and swept left while his partner crossed to the right. Adam grunted as a silenced 9mm went through his forearm and gun stock causing the shotgun to discharge into a wall.  

     

     

    **** 

    Ismal saw the figure enter and thought from his build that it was Thales. He fired as the man went to his right and a shotgun the man was holding went off. He was going to follow-up and finish him, when another man came sweeping to his left. Ismal fired blindly and high and the second man fired two bullets into the chair Ismal had jumped behind. He fired twice more at the second man and then ran to the next room, opened the sliding glass door. He went over the patio railing and dropped to the next floor and then did another hang and drop ‘til he was at ground level.  

    Who were those two men? How did they know? He started running when he saw two figures in the underground garage. What? Thales, and the girl Vicki, apparently handcuffed to a pipe. How convenient he thought and started toward them replacing his partial magazine with a fresh one.  

     

    **** 

    Robert heard the shotgun blast and two shots after that and started struggling to get his hands down but they were not only around the pipe – there was a support brace about his chest level keeping him from getting his hands lower. He then heard a pistol slide go forward and he told Vicki. “Grab the Glock in my back waistband. Works just like your KelTec. We’re going to have company in a second and I want to go down fighting.” Robert turned his back so she could reach his back waistband and withdrew the 40 caliber. “It’s got nine in the magazine and one in the pipe. Aim center of mass.” 

    She saw the distantly approaching figure and moved so she could, at least line up with the man. I can’t see any sights with the damn pipe in the way. Robert moved as far out of her way as he could to give her the most range of motion he could.  

    Ismal raised his weapon and fired, pock marking the wall right beside Robert but Vicki didn’t fire back. Ismal stopped and took careful aim and fired again. This time, his bullet spranged off the pipe at Robert’s eye level and he kept walking a few more steps. He stopped again to aim carefully and Vicki fired off two quick shots. Ismal flinched and twisted his head sideways and back. Ismal turned and started running away as Vicki fired three more rounds at him as he was running away.  

     

    **** 

     

    Detective Hayes called for backup – said he had an officer down and then heard five shots from below. Damn, damn, he thought. This guy that shot his partner has killed Thales and the girl …killed them while handcuffed to a pipe with his handcuffs. This is so not good. 

    His partner was bleeding pretty badly but he had gotten a clean hand towel out of the kitchen and was using it to staunch the bleeding. 

    Robert and Vicki heard the approaching sirens. It didn’t seem more than a minute ‘til they heard them screeching to a halt outside the condos and here them tromping up the stairs. Robert quietly spoke to Vicki, “You were amazing. Good shooting. I think you winged him and saved our asses.” 

    “…for the time being…,” she said. 

    “The time being works for me. Do you think you can put my gun back in my waistband without shooting my spine in two? I’d prefer we didn’t have a gun out when excited cops finally come down here.” 

    She nodded and he turned the back of his waistband to her. They struggled the gun in the waistband and she pulled his jacket back over the exposed handle.  

     

    **** 

     

    It was another four minutes before Detective Hayes and a uniform came down with guns out. Robert was about out of witty repartee though Vicki was up to the task. 

    “Come to see if your sacrificial lambs were taken by the lamb?” she said sarcastically. “Do you want to remove these cuffs before you embarrass yourself further?” She noticed his partner wasn’t with him. “Is your partner alive? We tried to warn you.” 

    “My partner is still alive. No thanks to you two. You two are going to answer my questions. Why was this guy trying to kill you Miss? What is your name?” 

    “Vicki Moody,” she said and rattled her handcuffs against the pipe to indicate she wasn’t going to answer anything else ‘til he undid them. 

    The detective holstered and nodded to the uniform officer. The uniformed officer hesitated and holstered. Hayes asked the other officer to guard the crime scene upstairs until the crime scene techs had finished with it. Hayes noticed the divots taken out of the concrete block near Robert and the bullet scoring on the insulation of the pipe in line with the girl’s head. While bending over for the guns, he noticed the shell casings on the garage floor. He put the guns in his own waistband. “I heard five shots. I take it you didn’t try to shoot yourselves?” he said rhetorically while removing Robert’s cuffs. 

    “Start talking,” Lorenzo Hayes said. He’s involved in this somehow. But how? We saw him go to Hoang’s place and then this, Ismal, guy tries to kill him and that Haines girl. At least he’s hanging with the lookers – or hooker – I bet she’s a high class hooker ‘cause she’s not in any of our files. 

    Robert decided he had to give this detective some information if they were going to get out of this anytime soon. “A guy named Ismal, I think, was the one that is after us. He fired at us down here.” 

    Ismallah Mohammad Ahmed Khamis, thought Alexander. “Were’d he fire from?” I guess I missed a gun on one of you too after seeing those shell casings. Thales couldn’t have fired with his hands up there. No way. Wonder if she hit anything? Good shot. Guess I could run them in for carrying? 

    “He was over by the red Toyota and walked at us, fired; starting walking again and fired again. He was about to fire again, when Vicki winged him. I think she winged him — not sure where. Then she shot three more times,” Robert said. “We both have carry permits.” He assumed she had one anyway since handgun permits were easier to get in Tennessee than about any other state in the Union. 

    Makes sense but I only heard five shots. “I only heard five shots,” Hayes said. 

    “He had a suppressed weapon. Think it was a nine millimeter. Couldn’t tell the make but blue steel.” 

    Hayes thought about what Robert said. Makes sense. Matches what we faced upstairs. Friggin’ silencer. But why is he trying to kill you…two. Now the girl? 

    Robert heard his thoughts and there was no hint of deception. Pretty professional. Robert was impressed. He decided he’d have to give this detective more information. “I’m trying to stay alive and bring down Hoang.” Robert had an inspiration. “There’s a secret federal grand jury investigating Hoang’s connection to a lot of business leaders.” Robert added truth to the lie. “Coleman is involved heavily. We think he’s been supplying two fraternities with booze and girls to get them to commit acts of faith, just to raise the crime issue. Coleman wants it to appear that crime is rampant and his administration will be able to control it. Hernandez is running against Coleman and Coleman is pushing the new convention Center to replace the one that opened back in 2012.”  

    “Hoang is laundering drug money through the municipal bonds to build the new center. He is supplying business leaders with money and he also is setting them up for extortion for later. Drug money and money from adult businesses controlling the next administration… Ismal found out Vicki was supplying us information.” Robert waited to see how his little confession was taken. 

    Holy shit! It’s what Dick and I thought. God damn. But how is Thales involved? “Who are these we and us you talk about?”  

    “You know I can’t tell you that and I’m not even a report writing officer anymore,” Robert said. Let him jump to his own conclusions. 

    Muther friggin’ – he was a report writing officer just a few months ago. I read that in the file about him. He must have been working on this longer than Dick and I. Damn. I bet he’s a Fed in deep cover. Wow! He couldn’t be anything else and survived all the shit that’s happened to him. No wonder Hoang is after him. Wonder if I can help? “How can I help?” Hayes asked. 

    Vicki stared at the detective and back to Robert incredulously. What brought about this change in the detective? What are you, Robert? 

    Robert took the gun back that Hayes handed him. “You can really help us out if you let all your contacts know that there is a secret federal grand jury investigating Hoang and the convention center. Let everybody know. I need it to be common knowledge. I need it tonight and tomorrow morning if you can arrange it. Also, I might need some surveillance at the Federal Court House the day after tomorrow at 10 am if you can arrange it…and can you get us a couple of the undercover vests…one for Hernandez and one for me…I had to leave my apartment a while back…one for Vicki too, if you can find one that will fit. We’ll be available though the Hernandez office, down the street. It is gonna get hot in the next few days.” 

    “I can do that, no sweat. Hayes handed Vicki back her gun and asked Robert, “Does she need witness protection?” 

    “No. I’ll take care of that after y’all clear out of her condo,” he said.  

    Vicki looked at Robert with eyes blazing. I am so going to fuck your eyes out tonight. This has made me so horny. “I’ll be fine with Robert — detective. I hope your partner is going to be better.” 

    “Thank you miss. We’ll be out of your way in about an hour. Sorry about your chair,” Hayes said. 

    Vicki was amused. My chair. He is worried about messing up my chair. She grabbed Robert around the waist and grabbed his butt when Hayes wasn’t looking. 

    He startled a bit. He could feel her arousal and it took a LONG hour before the crime scene techs were out of her condo. He had to pull himself away from her thoughts so he could call Karmanj and have him relay an all clear to Barto and Tom. He asked if they had had all the packets delivered. They replied they had and he said they’d be okay tonight and he’d get with them in the morning. It looked like it was going to be a hell of an afternoon and night. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    Robert heard the door shut …finally …and Vicki set the upper lock with a big sigh. Now – let’s see what you’ve got big boy, she thought. She walked toward him unbuttoning her blouse and tousling her hair. 

    Lord! Robert thought. She is so hot. What a body! She came up to him and started slipping his jacket off. She then started unbuttoning his shirt. He could feel her arousal, and grabbed the back of her hair and pulled her up to his lips. Her tongue hungrily caressed his mouth and he responded. He pulled her against him and felt her firm, fine behind. He realized he really liked short women – hell – he liked all women – this one a lot.  

    He pulled off his shirt and then helped her out of her blouse as they settled onto the thick carpet. Vicki licked his neck, then his nipples. Robert felt his member harden. He was so ready. He reached behind her and unhooked her bra. He accidently brushed against nipples and heard her intake of breath. Slowly he pulled off her pants and gently went down on her, holding her breasts, kneading her body as he went. When he touched somewhere she liked he could hear her thoughts and respond. She had only to think of something she liked and he would do it. Her stomach knotted up as she gasped out during her first orgasm. It was mind shattering.  

    He had surprised her and that was hard to do. He started licking her again and she pushed him away saying it was too soon. He kissed her bellybutton and worked down to the inside of her thighs …gently, with ever increasing frequency. She had thought it was too soon. It wasn’t and she rapidly climaxed again. I am so ready for you. I want you inside me. 

    He heard her thoughts and gently entered her as she raised her legs. Oh God! Oh, that is so good. Deep. “Deep. Oh, you are so deep and big.”  

    His thrusts reverberated in her thoughts and as he moved his hips, he could hear her thoughts and feel her pleasure. It was like positive feedback and they both approached climax. He could feel where she was and he concentrated on her pleasure – which helped him control his need to seed. The pleasure approached a crescendo and they screamed out their peaks at the same time. He exhaled gradually and rolled over on his back – pulling her on top of him. He was spent. He kissed her forehead and cradled her head against his now sweaty chest. 

    “You were wonderful,” he said and felt her contentment. 

    …and I didn’t have to fake anything. God! What a man! I thought he had something. That was incredible. Oh, I so do not want to get up. He – Robert – is so much of a man. It is so nice to meet someone who considers MY needs as much as his own. Wow! …pause … I so need to go to the restroom but I hate to move. I have to go… 

    “Why don’t you go cleanup? I’ll wait right here. Bring me a warm wash cloth if you don’t mind. Okay?” he said. 

    Wow! She kissed his neck and then gently kissed his lips as she got up.  

    He felt drained of all desire, at least, all URGENT desire. He still smiled when he thought of her pleasure. She came back, and led him into the bedroom where she gently cleaned him with a warm cloth. He thought he was spent but she knew a lot about men. He wasn’t as spent as he thought as she took him into her mouth and pushed him back down as he started to get up. He couldn’t do this again so soon – he wasn’t 19 any more. She soon proved him wrong and gently teased him and slid down onto him. Oh my …that is so good; he thought as she twerped his nipples. Her moans increased and he felt her pleasure. She rapidly finished him again. “You didn’t come,” he said. 

    “It was good. YOU were good. It felt wonderful. This is my way of thanking you for protecting me,” she said. 

    “I guess being in danger has its advantages,” he said and beamed at her. 

    “Umm. Yep,” she said and snuggled up against him after rapidly cleaning up again. They both fell deeply, contentedly asleep.  

     

    **** 
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    Detective Lorenzo Hayes was true to his word and it was soon street worthy news that there was a secret federal grand jury investigating Leo Hoang. It was known that Hoang was, supposedly, laundering funds through the municipal bonds for the new convention center project. Rumor had it that Steve Coleman, the mayoral candidate, was in league with Hoang – somehow tied with the two fraternities. 

    The City Paper reported the fire and threats to the Barto Hernandez campaign. There were online reports about Detective Richard Adam being shot while investigating connections with Hoang. All the local media services broadcast the fact that warrants had been issued for one Ismallah Mohammad Ahmed Khamis. The mugshot from his last arrest was online and all over the news. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    Leo Haong was livid with rage as he scanned all the broadcasts. Disaster. Ismal …incompetent fool, Hoang thought. He had repeatedly failed him. He would have to do something soon. All his plans were unraveling. He had had calls from Coleman again – in spite of his warnings not to call him…and now there is a federal grand jury. The money from his drug operations and adult businesses was still flowing full speed into his coffers but he couldn’t bank it. Banking transactions were traceable and the Feds had quietly lowered the amount from $10,000 to $5,000…lots of cash and nowhere to put it.  

     

    **** 

    Ismal put another dressing on his left ear. The top of his ear was missing as if someone had snipped off one and a half centimeters. The whore had shot him. He had failed Hoang. He could not go back until he had balanced the books…and revenged his adversaries. This man, Thales, had been more than lucky. There was something about him. Hoang had seen it and wouldn’t talk. Could he be an undercover agent? No …that label did not fit him. Now I am wanted and my photo is all over the news.  

    Ismal knew these westerners. They would not forget him and their computers and messaging would not spare him. He stood in the safe house bathroom looking at his reflection in the mirror. He would have to change his looks. He found a knit cap and pulled it on over his ear, wincing a bit as he did so. Now – he put on a pair of glasses with clear glass lens. He also put on a baggy jacket and running shoes like Americans like to wear. He never understood why Americans would wear running shoes when they weren’t running but it was a stereotype he could use to his advantage. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    Steve Coleman was furious. His aides had come to him with the news about a secret grand jury investigating the downtown convention center project and his involvement. The rumors were disturbingly on point. Vicki Moody had apparently been sending information to this ex-policeman, Robert Thales. How long had that been going on? Hoang’s man, Ismal has been identified as the one shooting a police detective plus Thales, and Vicki, are running around loose. Hoang won’t answer my calls any more. This has to be dealt with in the harshest way possible. I doubt I can use the fraternity kids again. Maybe I can go to Fat Alexander. Everyone will be pulling support soon. How much more can go wrong? 

     

     

    **** 

     

    Fat Alexander smiled. He knew that a crisis for one is an opportunity for another and Leo Hoang was in crisis. Now he had had a call from Steve Coleman. He had been trying to find out who had tipped the cops about his last drug shipment. He was still smarting from that arrest. It had been twenty years since his last arrest and this one had been so unexpected. He had found out that Sergeant Palachos had had a tip…a tip where Thales had been seen at a restaurant his carriers frequented. He didn’t believe in coincidence…and Thales had shown up at the fast food place after those frat kids had been supplied with unloaded guns…at least, they had thought they were supposed to be unloaded. Then Vicki… 

    …Vicki had known about the escort services for the businessmen and the fraternity kids. Thales and Vicki would have to go. Hoang would have to take care of Ismal himself.  

     

    **** 

     

    Neil Johnson, Ralph Swartly, Barto Hernandez, and eight other men received hand delivered ‘subpoenas’ to testify before a special, Federal grand jury in two days time. They were instructed that they had a right to have access to an attorney prior to the inquiry and could leave the room to ask questions when there was no questioning but the attorney could not be in the room with them during any inquiries. The subpoenas looked authentic and stated:  

    Re: Leo Hoang and John Does 1 - 6 pertaining to an investigation of money laundering and bid rigging. The subpoenas were signed by a special prosecutor and not by the usual Federal Clerk of the Court. The calls to attorneys started immediately. They soon found out that no one in the US Attorney’s Office would say anything about the subpoenas – they disavowed any knowledge of them. The local District Attorney was alarmed. He had sources that kept him informed and he knew that cause existed for an investigation. He had not heard any mention of it – that was a bad sign but he also didn’t like the names he heard were called. He couldn’t get any information from the US Attorney’s Office. They were stonewalling him.  

    He especially didn’t like Steve Coleman calling him. The insipid candidate hadn’t been his choice for mayor but Hoang had inveigled him into choosing Coleman because Coleman was flexible. Coleman wanted to know what he, the DA, was going to do about it…like he COULD do something about a Federal grand jury subpoena. Take low and go was his personal policy …acknowledge no connection. He would have to withdraw visible support when asked. 

    The attorneys for the various clients tried to quash the subpoena but it ‘held up’ due to the federal bench refusing to hear testimony. Secret subpoenas are not in the normal electronic system files. It was a subpoena ad testificandum that directs the recipient to come and testify before the grand jury. The federal judges said they knew of no one by that name except a lawyer from Washington who was on extended, unspecified leave. The lawyers for the two bankers tried but realized their motion would be shot down by US v. Miller, 425 U.S. 435 (1976). Most of the rest didn’t try or couldn’t find anyone to admit there WAS a special Federal grand jury. The normal grand jury term had just finished. The subpoena admonished recipients to discuss the matter with no one – thus the subpoenas became public knowledge, as is the case with secrets held by more than one person. The lawyers vowed that they were worth their retainers as counsel before and outside the grand jury room. The consensus was that it WAS ultra-secret, which made sense to them, or it was totally bogus and they weren’t quite adventurous enough to blow it off. Guilt and fear were strong motivators to go and see what was up. 

     

    **** 

    The reporter from the City Paper loved the turmoil. He had just had a call from an anonymous tipster naming all the names included in the subpoenas and when those people were supposed to be at the Federal Court House. Barto Hernandez had been named but it was rumored he was testifying against others in the case. The case was about the issuance of municipal bonds for the construction of the new convention center and the illegal sources of money that were supposed to fund those bonds. The fact that Coleman, the other mayoral candidate, was a staunch supporter of the new center was not lost on the reporter. He also had received a copy of the first evaluation of the economic impact of the convention center saying that no center constructed in the last twenty-five years had ever reached breakeven…that report had been written by a man that had died in a suspicious car crash…interesting! The readership of the paper had tripled in the last week and other outlets were starting to pick up the paper’s online reports. 

    Even the broadcast media was realizing that they could not overlook these happenings as the political ads, though funded for now, could end at any minute. They knew which side of their toast was buttered and by whom. PACs without funds are paperweights. They had heard about the subpoenas too. Their “investigative reporters” were given the green light to dig lightly around the subject in case they had to show they were not complicit with the conspiracy. The station owners showing favoritism to any particular group – certainly not …especially with 27% of the residents in the county being Latino now. In ten years time, the whites would be eclipsed just like the blacks had been and they couldn’t disregard that demographic. 

     

    **** 

    Leo Hoang was not amused by the subpoenas – real or not. He would make someone pay and he suspected it would be Robert Thales and Vicki Moody. He had received a circuitous email stating that Vicki had given Robert the names of all the construction people involved. It must have been Ismal who sent it – and grateful as he had been for the information – it did not excuse Ismal. He would disregard Ismal for now. Leo had other sources of labor and he called them. 

    The M13 group members Hoang called were weak in the Tennessee area but they had never been eliminated completely during the purges eight years before. There were several who had been released from the reopened Brushy Mountain and Riverbend Maximum Security prisons. They would be ideal for this work. Leo made sure they could get pictures of Robert, Vicki and Hernandez… he was willing to pay ten times the going cost for a hit. That would be a total amount of $900,000. He’d recoup that in two months when the convention center contracts were released …chump change. He’d send the photos with one of his men to a pigeon drop site he had used once before with one of the contacts…nothing electronic these days. They would have all the information tomorrow and he had more than enough cash on hand to pay them – more cash coming in and no place to launder it. He had to end this quick – no matter how messy it got. 
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    Robert and Vicki met at the campaign headquarters the next morning and Detective Hayes had been true to his word and had brought three vests. He told them that they needed to sign a piece of paper that these were on loan – actual policy, he said, was they never kept up with anything as serial numbers wore off and they lost the signature slips anyway. He said he’d have another team watch the headquarters area for them for another week and then he left. Hayes, evidently had a good eye for figures because Vicki’s vest fit like a glove – she looked like a rock star and just enhanced he figure…whew…he was getting those feelings again.  

    Robert turned to Barto and showed him how to adjust the fit. “Take a deep breath, fit the straps on the right and left at the same time. That way you won’t be fighting the expansion of your chest with every breath.” 

    “I thought these things were thick and clunky …kevlar? or something.” 

    “Not any more. Old vests were ballistic nylon, Kevlar or spectra-shield – lots of names…but these are made of layers of goat silk and a sub-layer that hardens on impact to spread out the blunt trauma. It’s a combination of a thick liquid and polymer that molds to the body. That’s the reason these fit you so well,” he said. 

    “Goat silk?” Hernandez asked. Sounds gross. Not stuff from real goats? 

    “They inject genetically modified spider genes into real goats and their goat milk produces spider silk that is five times stronger than Kevlar and a lot lighter. These vests have only been available the last ten years or so but the prices dropped a lot a few years ago.” 

    “These cover a lot more than older versions. These cover sides and lower neck to better protect the carotid and subclavian arteries. The men’s version even covers up under a collar – these ones are made for dress shirts to cover,” Robert explained.  

    Vicki seemed to enjoy trying it on and came prancing back into the room with slacks and nothing but the vest on top – she looked way hot. I really like the way you guys look at me – appreciative and not feral like some I’ve dealt with in the past. “Well guys. What do you think?” 

    “We think you’re fishing for compliments and there is no need in this room. You couldn’t get more beautiful,” Robert said with a smile. “We just wish you didn’t need to wear something like these vests.” Robert asked if they were all set for the next couple of days and naively they said they were.  

     

     

    **** 

     

    Vicki and Robert were set to after drug money that was to be delivered to the Golden Club – an adult strip/party club that regularly had its liquor license revoked and renewed. Hoang ran the Golden Club and used it for his escort services and to launder money. Who could say how much money people spent in a place like that? The IRS stayed off him because he paid taxes on the cash he brought in but it was drug money more than patrons. The drug money was pouring into their coffers and it had to be laundered at local restaurants, car detailing services, and adult clubs. Hoang’s Golden Club operation used liquor and girls to set up some of the players – the ones who were to show up for the bogus subpoenas tomorrow. There was nothing like getting a married business leader, judge, doctor or politician drunk…not to mention when it was someone from the DAs office. There were hidden cameras everywhere that were always recording when people were in the room – especially the private party rooms. 

    Robert had remembered a delivery date mentioned – thought of – when he was scanning people at Michaels for the drug deal where he had tipped vice sergeant Palachos. That was the drug deal where Fat Alexander was arrested…that hadn’t happened for a long time. Robert knew Alexander was going to get upset again. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

     

    Robert went over it with Vicki several times before he thought she had the plan down pat. The courier was supposed to come to the Golden Club and meet Denise who would say a set phrase and the courier would give the counter phrase and Denise would say a clincher and the courier would say the 2nd phrase and hand over the bundle. 

    “I’ve got all the phrases down and I see how it can work. We get a portion of Fat Alexander’s money from this weeks drug sales. He then has Hoang’s people launder it through businesses where it is hard to determine volume of service and Hoang pays Alexander a large salary as a contract employee. The money is all legal. Why don’t they just spend it?” Vicki asked. 

    “The government would be able to trace the fact that there is more money coming in from sources other than legal sources. Those monies can be used to bribe and murder. All the money isn’t laundered that way though. Lots of it goes to rent and employees and to purchase land. All these adult businesses operate on a cash basis with no paper leases.” 

    “Land. You’re kidding?” she said incredulous. 

    “No. These guys buy all types of properties and all they have to pay is upkeep and property taxes – it’s like money in the bank without the damn bank,” he explained. 

    “But what’s all this for…what do they do with land and all this stuff?” she asked. 

    “It’s the control and power they get. You need something done – you have to call them and get permission. You have trouble with your competition – no problem. Somebody treats them bad – they have lots of ways to pay people back,” he explained. “Developers want buildings built on their land and will pay an arm and leg for it.” 

    Vicki got very quiet and now that she had had a few minutes to think about what they had been talking about. Lots of other questions began to come to the surface. How do you know so much about these guys? I know you were a cop and all but how do you know about these code phrases? How do you know about this courier and won’t they just turn on us? Won’t they try to get back at us? 

    Robert pulled over the rental car, inhaled deeply and let out a large sigh. “They are already trying to kill us. This is the only thing I can think of that might get us off the hook.” 

    “You know. That was just what I was thinking,” she said. “We’re on the same wavelength I guess.” We sure were on the same wavelength yesterday afternoon and night. I still don’t see where he got those phrases along with the time and place. No one would tell him that stuff. 

    “You’re right. No one would tell me that stuff – knowingly. I got those phrases from listening to others at a Michaels restaurant. Remember the drug deal I told you I broke up. I got the information the same way. I overheard it,” he said, fearful that she would go off when she understood. 

    “But you can’t hear that stuff in a noisy restaurant. Did you bug the table?” she asked. Otherwise, you’d have to be psychic, she thought with a laugh. 

    “That’s it,” he answered. 

    “What’s it? You bugged the tables?” she asked. You are weirding me out. 

    “I didn’t bug the tables and yes I’m psychic,” he said quietly. She looked at him with shock. “I didn’t intend to weird you out.” 

    “I didn’t say that…I mean…I thought it…but I didn’t say it,” she said realizing he meant what he said. But how does he do it and what does he hear? 

    “I just started doing it last month and I only hear what people think in words but don’t say,” he explained. “I really like you a lot.”  

    And not just for sex, she thought. My dad used to say that marriage is just a vaginal convenience. “What do you hear?” 

    “Definitely not just for sex though the sex we had was wonderful…never just a convenience. I simply hear what people think about saying – what they put into words in their head. I can generally feel strong emotions – feelings like hate or anger or jealousy or fear.” 

    “Okay,” she said. What am I feeling right now? 

    He turned to her…stunned…she thought it was really cool and she grabbed his arm and hugged it to her head. She wasn’t freaked. What a life she must lead to like this…gift? He could smell her faint perfume and he was getting aroused. 

    I think it’s really cool and I’m not so worried anymore. “You know I can tell what people are thinking sometimes too,” she said. 

    “Really? Are you psychic?” he asked – floored. 

    “No silly. I don’t have to be psychic to know what you’re thinking right now,” she said and grabbed his now tight crotch. 

    “Oh,” he said. “I guess not.” There was a long pause and they both; sighed at the same time, looked at each other and chuckled. “Guess we better get going,” he said. 

    She looked at his crotch and shook her finger as if talking to a child. “You quit thinking that down there because we have to go to work.” 

    He chuckled even though he was scared at what they were about to do.  

     

    **** 

    They approached the Golden Club and parked on the side of the lot. “What’s this guy supposed to look like?” she asked. 

    “I don’t know that except he’s supposed to be here exactly at 7pm…way before other people start arriving,” he said. They waited fifteen minutes before a security guy started walking over toward them. Shit …Rock Solid was a good company. Robert popped out of the car and went to the approaching man. 

    Who the fuck, are you? Mister Hoang said we were supposed to be extra careful right now. I bet I could take this clown – he looks like a hick and a pushover. 

    “Hold it right there, Tiny,” Robert said with his hand under his jacket. Robert was standing with a car between him and guard. 

    Fuck. I’m right here in the open. This guy isn’t a pushover. He’s quick and armed. Fuck. Maybe I can talk mean and get him out of here. “Get out of here buddy. You’re not suppose’ to be here.” 

    Robert said very quietly and menacingly. “Hoang sent me. I’ll only be here a little while. Keep up the good work. You get me. Act like you don’t see me.” 

    Shit! This guy isn’t playin’. He looks like he just do me without a blink. “Will do. Not seein’ you,” the large man said and went back beside the door and busily avoided looking at them anymore. 

    At two minutes to seven, a blue sedan pulled into the parking lot. 

    A man got out with a small bundle under his left arm and started walking toward the entrance. 

    Vicki got out and confidently, with hips swaying, walked up to intercept the man. “I’m Denise. Do you smoke? I love Marlboros,” she said. 

    The man looked taken aback but answered. “I figure you’d like Virginia Slims.” 

    “I’ll pay you a dollar for one,” she said. 

    “Have this one instead,” he said. “You aren’t Denise. All the drops are supposed to be made inside.” He handed her a brown paper package 2/3 the size of a shoebox. 

    She felt alarm but quickly answered, “I’m Denise today and they told me to do it outside. I don’t make the rules.” 

    He shrugged and turned and walked rapidly back to his car. The security guard was still busily avoiding even glancing in their direction.  

    Vicki got back in the car and they drove off in a direction so the security guard could not see their license number. They needed to get out of this car and into their second rental, rented by Karmanj. The volunteer from Barto’s headquarters got out of the second rental and swapped cars to drive the first one back to the rental agency. So far, everything was going as planned. 

    Robert turned to Vicki and asked as they were driving their second rental away – “What did we get?” 

    She tore open the bundle and started counting – it took fifteen minutes of just driving around counting hundreds. “Whoa…looks like about $120,000. That’s a nice weeks worth of drug sales,” she said. You going to report this on your income tax? She thought at him. She plainly liked that fact that he could hear her thoughts. What are you going to do with all the money? 

    “We are going to fuck with Hoang, Alexander, Coleman and the DA,” he said. 

    Splendid, she thought. No more deserving people then them.  

     

    **** 

    Leo Hoang was very angry. He decided it had been Robert Thales again…this time with Vicki. He was so going to kill them slowly over this one. They had somehow, Hoang knew it had to be Vicki Moody working with Thales, tricked the courier into giving them a money drop. No one would have talked about that – had to be the mind reading cop – ex-cop …couldn’t be anyone else. Alexander had been working for him for fifteen years and he changed couriers, drop days, phrases and cover teams every time.  

    Those two just walked up and did it outside…not even inside. All the couriers knew it was supposed to be inside. Everyone knew not to touch the couriers. Anyone would be killed for messing with Alexander or me. Guess they’re getting money to leave town. I’ll put all my people watching the airport, bus station, and interstates…shit…with three interstates going through the center of the city they could be anywhere. There are too many car rental agencies but maybe I can watch…hell…they’ve already rented a car and it wouldn’t be under their names anyway. If I can’t find them, I guess I’ll have them come to me. He picked up his cell and called Fat Alexander’s number. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

    [bookmark: _Toc282781839][bookmark: _Toc282861068][bookmark: _Toc282862135][bookmark: _Toc283478835][bookmark: _Toc289881726]CHAPTER 26 

    Robert had about ten calls to make, clothes to buy and cars to rent. He also had to pay for equipment he and Tom had ordered a few days ago. It was delivered COD. Barto, Tom, and Vicki had moved out of the headquarters building to a hotel nearby where Karmanj had rented two adjacent suites. The campaign headquarters’ rooms, and foldaway beds weren’t cutting it. Getting clothes and cars was much easier when you can pay them in cash – up front. Few questions were asked and it went much smoother than expected. They finished about three in the morning and turned in after quick showers. Tom and Barto shared a suite while Vicki and Robert shared the adjacent one. They all went straight to bed though they had set the rooms alarms and security features before sleep. 

    They were up and dressed at eight and Robert was amazed at how fast Vicki got ready. Today was the grand jury day. They had on their body armor under some fashionable business attire. Tom had made sure the men were dressed fashionably. Vicki had an innate sense of style that was enhanced by Green Hills’ fashionable shops and lots of cash. The shops hadn’t even minded staying open late. Cash works miracles. 

    They ate breakfast in the downstairs restaurant, coordinated their plans and went back to their suites to freshen up. Sergeant Lorenzo Hayes, with two backup squads, met them just outside the hotel. Tom and Barto were to go early to the Federal Court House. Hayes wasn’t privy to the fact that this was a bogus grand jury to gain information and put even more pressure on Hoang. He informed them that there was street rumbling about contracts being put out on Thales, Hernandez, and Moody.  Vicki took it well visibly but Robert knew she was scared to death inside – just not one to show it. He decided she was made of pretty stern stuff. The more he knew of her the more impressed he was by her. She had done well for having no resources other than her body and mind. He realized that she had been determined to finish up her undergraduate degree before this all started. He hoped they’d live long enough to carry out that desire.  

     

    **** 

     

    Barto Hernandez and Tom showed up outside the courthouse without incident. Hayes had called SWAT and they had set up a block perimeter around the building and were watching any buildings that had a line of sight to the entrance area. They entered and approached security. They were stopped before going through the scanners – as soon as they mentioned a special grand jury subpoena. They thought it was going to fall apart right then and there but the guard casually replied that they were to go around to the entrance on the east side of the building. The detective and SWAT liaison were put out but just radioed their teams and moved to the east entrance – again with no interference. They noticed signs that said to be careful due to construction and sorry for the inconvenience and dust.  

    Two security men asked them if they were here for the special grand jury. They were scanned for metal, radiation, biologicals, and explosives just like they would have been at the main entrance. Barto looked at Tom and raised his eyebrows. One of the men escorted them to very modern waiting room with very comfortable, leather seats. The security man said this was a new courtroom that was about to open after a remodeling update. He told them to wait right where they were until they were called. Robert and Vicki called Hayes and arrived a few minutes later but they had parked in the nearby garage and were escorted to the entrance. Vicki was escorted right past the waiting room and into an adjacent large conference room. This room had state-of-the-art biometric scanners that allowed the security guard to open the door after it checked his heart rate, skin temperature and cranial structure. Vicki was ushered into the room. 

    Barto and Tom could see, at least, six people in the room and it sounded like there were a lot more. It certainly looked real but they didn’t see Robert at all. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

     

    Neil Johnson, Ralph Swartly and eight others arrived at 9:45 on the nose and all had their lawyers in very expensive suits. The two security officers said that they would be cleared and escorted as a group since they were short of staff today. They started the twenty through the process and were almost finished when a small oriental looking man in a multi-thousand dollar suit came rapidly out carrying a briefcase. He turned to the senior guard and said something that sounded like: “Mereka menawari saya kekebalan.” 

    The security guard nodded and replied, “Baik.”  

    The man went to the exit and an expensive, late model Mercedes with a chauffeur picked him up and whisked him away. 

    Neil Johnson was about to go through but couldn’t help himself and asked the guard, “Did you understand what he said? What did he say? I didn’t recognize the language.” 

    “It’s Indonesian. I spent some time in Malaysia when I was in the military.” He paused. “He said – They offered me immunity. Guess that’s a good deal for him.” 

    “Who is he?” Johnson asked. “I think he’s the guy that handles Leo Hoang’s books.” 

    Neil Johnson realized that he had already surrendered his cell but he turned to his lawyer who was behind him and nodded. The lawyer tried to call but his cell wouldn’t work. He looked to Neil but before Johnson could say anything, the guard spoke up again.  

    “I should have told you. No cells work within a block of this building. There are jammers set up to keep people from using them to set off explosives.” He turned to the lawyer. “Sir. You’re welcome to walk a block south to the gulch overpass and you can probably get reception there but you won’t be allowed back in with this group.” 

    Johnson motioned him to come on and the group finished their screening. The second security officer escorted them to the waiting room. They saw Barto Hernandez sitting with his lawyer, Tom Hauser but didn’t speak to them. They all sat down, quietly talking with their attorneys. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

     

    Robert was in a room adjacent to the waiting and conference rooms. His friend, Dale, from a tour together in the military, had let him in and he was watching the video of the two rooms and entranceway. Dale was Robert’s ace-in-the-hole because he had helped Dale avoid spousal abuse charges when they joined the police department together years ago. Dale had been terminated from the Academy but had risen in the ranks of the Federal Security program ‘til he was a unit supervisor. Robert could see each of the men called to testify and he was furiously scribbling notes from the conversations – thoughts he heard as the lawyers prepared their clients. Soon the talk died down and Robert radioed the grand jury room to send Vicki out for this part of their morality play. 

    Vicki came out of the door and with a flash of surprise and recognition, saw Barto sitting there. “Barto,” she said. “They wanted to know all about Coleman’s involvement with Hoang and the municipal bonds. It was rough. They had facts and figures.” 

    Barto looked over his shoulder, said “Sh-h-h-h girl. Not now. Not here. How are you doing?” He gave her a big hug. 

    She continued in a much softer voice that could still be heard in the dead silence of the room. “I just told them dates and which girls were used to trap which man,” she said as she looked at several men in the room who slunk their heads away from her gaze. 

    Barto asked quietly, “How many people are in there?” 

    She answered in the same vein, “About eighteen…I wasn’t in there to count but, at least that many.” 

    Robert was furiously scribbling notes. He was surprised that Ralph Swartly, an advisor for the Chamber of Commerce, had not been one of the men caught up in the escort services videos by Hoang. He was one who took a lot of Hoang money to buy bonds. He had been promised the entire first year’s interest and forty percent of the interest thereafter. Guess he couldn’t turn down the deal and he must have turned a blind eye to how the money had originally been raised. He considered the money was from victimless crimes among the lower classes, according to his thoughts…typical. Neil Johnson had been involved in everything, girls and drugs plus the half the amount money Swartly had been promised. Robert was noting each encounter though he’d have to ask Vicki to clarify some of the details as to which girls were represented and locations. Information started to taper off again so Robert radioed the grand jury room.  

    A well dressed professional stepped out of the grand jury room and said, “Mister Hernandez. We’re ready for you now. Miss Moody – could you wait here a few minutes – there may be additional questions.” 

    Barto stepped through the door and the other men and their lawyers could see a part of a group of people seated at a conference table…they could also hear the murmur of many other voices speaking in the background. Several of the men waiting wouldn’t look at Vicki and others, including Johnson, couldn’t keep their eyes off her. Robert kept taking notes for about fifteen more minutes ‘til the thoughts became fairly quiet and there appeared little more to gain.  

    Robert radioed the grand jury room and the foreman, or whoever he was, stepped out of the room and announced, “Thank you for coming but it now looks like we’ll have to continue this inquiry at a later date. You are cautioned not to talk about this matter with anyone but your counsel. Do not discuss what you saw or heard here today. The date and time is not set but this inquiry will be continued and your testimony will be required.” 

    Neil Johnson blurted, “This is outrageous. You can’t just call us and then tell us nothing.” His attorney was pulling on his sleeve but he jerked away and then stopped talking. His lawyer let out a sigh. 

    The apparent foreman said, “Would you stay a minute Miss Moody? We may need to clear up some short questions.” 

    The men filed out even as Robert had another short spate of information, most of it lustful toward Vicki but a tidbit of information here and there. 

    The men were escorted to the entrance and there waiting for them, was the City Paper reporter plus three other media outlet people – all videoing away and trying to get statements from the taciturn men. The secret grand jury didn’t look very secret right now but the Feds wouldn’t answer any questions and the landlines within the federal building had been down all morning for some reason. The circumstances looked very suspicious.  

    Robert went down to the grand jury room where he thanked the six men in the room and turned off the background recording of murmurs of conversations. All the cameras were off and nothing had been recorded. The jury room, next to the soon to be opened, remodeled courtroom had been perfect. The men changed into their work clothes and put on their hard hats to get back to the remodeling. Robert thanked the foreman – really the foreman of the remodeling crew and quietly passed him the $7,000.  

    He knew the man would keep his $2,000 and knew he’d dole out $1,000 each to his men. Well worth an hour of their time and talking with the cute girl had always been fun for construction workers. He didn’t mind saying those phrases either – it was fun yanking the chains of those hot shots outside even though he didn’t understand what it was all about. They hadn’t even minded listening to Hernandez solicit their votes, even if he was a damn liberal on a lot of issues. He was smart and seemed honest – yeah, he’d probably get the foreman’s vote – for some reason the foreman didn’t trust this Coleman guy. He seemed sleezy. 

    Robert took, Dale, the security guard aside to talk with him. “Thanks man. You were great. Will you get fired over this shit? You knew you might get slammed for this, didn’t you.” 

    “Naw. The administrative fucks don’t know what is going on with anything. I could get a reprimand or something but I’ve survived worse,” Dale said. You saved my butt in that bar fight in Okinawa man…I still owe your ass. 

    “What did you tell your guys?” Robert asked. 

    “I was fucking brilliant. I told them this was a training exercise to test the security arrangements for the new courtroom. We needed to do it anyway. I can get some heat but I’m going to admit to doing it and ask for more personnel…we friggin’ need them to do anything more than play at security anyway.” You got a raw deal with the PD but that’s nothing new there. “I’ll probably get a bigger budget and a friggin’ promotion.”  

    They both laughed and Robert slipped him $10,000. 

    “This will sure help with my daughter. Thanks Thales,” Dale said. I mean that…you the man, Dale thought. 

     

    **** 

    Robert switched channels on the transceiver Detective Hayes had given him as he gathered up Barto, Tom, and Vicki. He knew it was going to be tough going out there. This would incite Alexander and Hoang. Funny – Robert didn’t feel any qualms about taking the drug money to finance his fight of Hoang’s network. Tom and Barto made it to their rental and were backed by a two escort cars – one in the front and one in the rear. Detective Hayes and the SWAT liaison were in the first and the second escort vehicle to the rear had two SWAT officers. All three cars waited for Robert and Vicki to get to their rental and a additional SWAT vehicle fell in behind them. The City Paper reporter and a cameraman were putting up their equipment but the reporter nudged the cameraman to get a few camera shots as they were leaving. Two other media crews had already left for other stories and the third was just starting up their engine.  

    They had gone about a block toward 8th Avenue when two old cars with three men in each pulled to block the narrow road. They got out with sub-machine guns and started peppering all the cars. This was crazy – amateurish stuff. Tom and Barto, at least, knew enough to lie down in their seat and the assailants were within range of the SWAT snipers. Robert and third SWAT vehicle pulled down an alley and moved out of their line of sight just as two other old cars roared up behind. The SWAT vehicle protecting Robert and Vicki spun to the side blocking the alley as Robert and Vicki kept going. 

    The assailants attacking Tom and Barto were behind their car and the volume of fire from the SWAT escorts kept them from moving away. The SWAT commander gave the green light to the snipers that had almost been ready to leave and the attackers were torn apart with single placed shots from special .308 rifles. The pink mist squad lived up to their nickname that day. It was pretty gruesome. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

     

    The SWAT officers protecting Robert didn’t have the advantage of as much cover the others had…one officer was hit by a shotgun pellet, in the side of the cheek. They continued to fire and pressed their attackers until other SWAT officers arrived as backup. Two of these six attackers were killed. Two gave up on the scene and another two actually got their vehicle started and got half a block before their vehicle was halted by a plethora of SWAT. All the men were Hispanic – most identified as being with the M13 gang.  

     

    **** 

    Chris Perry, with the City Paper, knew his future was made. He couldn’t believe he had been on the scene when this came down. Wow. He had even had the presence of mind to get his cameraman to switch from single shot stills to video recording mode during the ambush. They got most of it recorded with their telephoto – the kills were right there in memory. The SWAT guys did really well and he had the story. The other media truck was slow to react and they were just now unlimbering camera and uplinks. They’d get a lot of the aftermath. Chris and the cameraman ran forward ‘til the police stopped them. They then ran down the alley – again to be stopped by police but not before they got some video of the two dead gunmen, the officer treated with a field dressing, and the rest of the attackers being searched and handcuffed. They were going to be able to sell this story to all the networks. 

    They did not see the other car – they didn’t even know who was in it. That would have to wait – this was good enough for now. Why were these blatant attacks happening? What was the benefit? The stakes must be enormous – the convention center project – exactly as Hernandez had explained. No wonder they were trying to kill him – they were trying to keep the replacement, convention center alive.  

     

    **** 

     

     

    Robert and Vicki slowed down. Robert said, “No one is following us. I never knew those guys were going to attack us? Who were those guys? I just felt like they were doing a job with no emotion at all?” 

    “Do you think Barto and Tom are okay?” she asked.  

    Robert canted his head to the side as if listening and answered, “I think they’re fine. I’m sure they’re fine. Call them. You should be able to get them now. Tell them where we are. I have to make one quick stop.” 

    “Where are we going? I have to pay off Hoang’s man – the guy who does Hoang’s books,” he said. 

    “No – let’s not go anywhere near him,” she said and he could feel her fear. 

    “Here we are,” he said as he pulled into the parking lot of a Japanese sushi restaurant. 

    “A sushi restaurant? Hoang’s man?” she asked. Not really. 

    “You’re right. Not really…he’s a chef,” Robert said and chuckled. 

    Robert ran in with some money and came back within a minute. 

    Well. Tell me, she thought. 

    “He’s a sushi chef. The little Indonesian guy…the one that came out with a suit and a briefcase. All Orientals look alike to Americans. I have no idea if Hoang even HAS a guy keeping his books but those businessmen will certainly think so and they think he got immunity. That will get them thinking and no one is going to believe this is bogus cause of that attack. This will be all over the news. I wonder how the US Attorney for the Middle District of Tennessee is handling this right now. I think we’ll be in the clear…especially with his own people and the local police involved. We need to head back to the next hotel. It should be okay. We’re going to need to move around a lot if we’re staying in town. I only have $70,000 left,” he said with a grin. 

    Vicki smiled and rubbed his leg. All this excitement has me feeling that way again. Oh …and now I see you agree with me. Let’s go do an early check in. 
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    The United States Attorney for the Middle District of Tennessee had just gotten off a call with THE US Attorney General. THE Attorney General wanted to know what was going on in Nashville and why were there attempted assassinations outside the courthouse. What kind of case was so hot? Why were Mexican gangs involved? What was the special federal grand jury investigating? Should he have told him that he was going to send him a file on it soon? He sure didn’t want to go back to the private sector when he had, at least, six more years before an administration change. Where would he start? He reluctantly picked up a phone and called the local FBI Special Agent in Charge. Crap, he thought as the caller picked up. I hate being the last to know anything.  

     

    **** 

    Tom and Barto were shaken up and Detective Hayes was too but didn’t let it show. These guys are really putting it on the line for us. This guy sure has my vote. This Hoang thing must be bigger than I thought. Hayes appreciated the call from Robert and Vicki that they were fine and back at hotel two. He’d been distracted here for a few minutes. He kept kicking himself for not thinking of them immediately. Hernandez went around and thanked all the officers personally. He asked all of their names and had Tom write them all down. He was the kind of politician that these men could respect – he didn’t take them for granted. 

     

    **** 

    Robert and Vicki were lying in bed sipping some chilled Bailey’s on the rocks and watching the stories unfold on the local and national news channels. Reporters from other stations interviewed Chris Perry. He was the man of the hour with his videos of the attack and some background knowledge of a secret grand jury looking into allegations of money laundering and construction fraud. All the stations released disclaimers that the images they were about to show would be disturbing to some viewers. Viewership on news channels went through the roof and the videos on the web went viral. So far, Vicki and Robert were not mentioned and Barto and Tom were headed back to the hotel. 

    The phone rang and Robert didn’t recognize the number as he answered. He thought it must be Barto or Hayes. As soon as he answered, he felt that same miasma of hate hit him. He simply listened to see if he could hear any background noise and he could hear sounds like in a large garage with something like a tire wrench hitting the floor. “Well Ismallah …What do you want?” 

    Ismal was shocked that this man would know who he was before he had spoken. This was an unusual man. “I have your girl,” he said waiting for the reaction. 

    “Who would that be?” Robert said feeling this man’s discomfiture. 

    “Janet Gaines. I have her,” Ismal said. 

    “Put her on so I can tell you have her and she’s alive,” he said as deadpan as he could. He knew it had to be Janet. 

    “Robert…” she said and he could hear her struggling. 

    “Where are you?” he shouted so she might hear even if the phone had been jerked away from her. 

    …Old Tire store on Franklin Pike near the old Walgreens. We’re upstairs, came her thought as a scream and then he heard a thud and she was silent. 

    “Come with Vicki and $50,000 to the road behind the McDonalds off eighth. You two come alone or I kill the girl. I can see if anyone else is near you,” he said.  

    Robert said, “Okay. I’ll be armed. It will take me an hour to get the money and come there. I’ll be in a black Kia SUV,” Robert certainly wasn’t going to do what they all did in the movies and go by himself. He knew the man would move him from place to place and use the upstairs view to look for others. He knew he’d just kill them all. 

    Robert called Detective Hayes. When Hayes answered – Robert said, ”Need you and your SWAT guys again. That guy Ismallah -- whatever has kidnapped Janet Gaines. He is holding her in the upstairs of the old tire retail facility on Franklin Pike near the old Walgreens. He’s the one Vicki winged the other night.” 

    “How do you know this?” Hayes asked. 

    “Ismal just called. I’m supposed to meet him with Vicki and $50,000 cash in the alley behind McDonalds off Franklin Pike in an hour. That gives you to about three before he’ll kill her or move if your folks aren’t seen.” 

    “My SWAT guys just finished the paperwork on your first deal but they’re all right here. What are you supposed to drive?” Hayes asked. 

    “A black KIA SUV with tinted windows,” Robert said. 

    “You are the man. You know I am driving a car like that, don’t you? I guess you’re not planning to go take him on yourself then…oh yeah…but you want to go along. I’ll send a pair of SWAT guys to pick you up. Keep your armor on. I’ll also send several plainclothes to watch the hotel.” Robert heard someone say, “Saddle up guys,” in the background and then Hayes came back on after a minute of intense, background murmuring. “They’ll be there in fifteen. Thank god it’s not rush hour.” 

    Robert thanked him and cut the connection. He looked at Vicki. 

    I could hear most of that and I’m going too. I’m safer with you than away – you’ve proved that. 

     

    **** 

    Robert and Vicki went over to see Barto and Tom who had rolled in with some SWAT officers. Vicki hugged Barto and Tom asked Robert if he could get some body armor too. They briefed each other on what was happening and then the two minute reunion broke up. Barto and Tom moved to their suite as several undercover officers arrived to cover the pair. The SWAT officers picked up Robert – quibbled a bit about taking Vicki and then they all jumped in and sped off to the rally point off Craighead, near Franklin Pike.  

     

    **** 

    Ismal moved the girl, Janet, down to his car and stuffed her still unconscious body in the trunk. She wasn’t going to be much trouble, duct taped in the trunk. He didn’t want to be in the same place as where he called because he knew, from his six years in Beirut, that the US was unsurpassed in electronic surveillance. The new sim card in his phone would use a different carrier and he would only turn on the phone when it was near the time…one phone call…one phone. He also knew U.S. authorities had access to all Net and telecommunications traffic so he had disabled the GPS chip in his phone. He had driven inbound on Franklin Pike and entered I65 North on Wedgewood and then drove to the safety lane to observe the rear access road where his quarry was due to stop. This way he had high ground and could easily go to I440, I65, or off at several nearby exits.  

     

    **** 

    SWAT mapped out the tire warehouse and they quietly moved perimeter teams into place. Robert’s officers moved their vehicle to an old pawn shop a short distance from the warehouse. They had only set up for a minute or so when SWAT reported they were in position. A sniper and observer were in position on the roof of the Kroger on the hill. It was about 200 meters to the alley and they had a clear view of the area nearby. 

     

    **** 

    Detective Hayes informed the teams that they were going to start driving near the designated area. Robert had no feelings from Ismal or Janet. He tried to feel the minds around him. The SWAT officers were anxiously awaiting some action and didn’t want to be babysitting this pair but orders were orders. They appeared to be taking it well. There was no reaction from inside the building and laser sound taps gave no returns. Hayes typed in the number that Robert had given him and logged the InstaWarrant™ application that allowed instant warrants given probable cause in life threatening situation. There were two cell towers that operated in this area and Crown Castle still operated the co-located towers no matter what the cell service provider. 

    Robert was supposed to radio Hayes when he got the call. The bait car pulled up to the designated stop area and all team positions were frozen. There were two towers serving this area. The nearest tower was FCC ID 1038214at 100 Oceanside Driveand the second tower was FCC ID 1218101at 2060 15th Ave South Compton. Robert’s cell rang and he immediately radioed Hayes. There were only two possibilities and that settled down to one location when Robert answered. Hayes told them it didn’t show the digital GPS coordinates but only that it was centered on the beta face of the Oceanside tower. That really didn’t look right but Robert felt the hate hit him as he answered. 

    “I’m right here and I have the money,” he answered though he was up the street observing the bait car. “I want to speak with Janet again.” 

    “I’m sure you do,” came the reply. “Pull across the street to the Walgreens and wait. I will call again.” 

    Robert felt the hate but the feeling wasn’t emanating from the warehouse but from the interstate. He quickly took his binoculars to see the interstate but trees blocked his view. “Does anyone have a view of the interstate closest to target? The subject isn’t in the warehouse anymore – I repeat – the subject isn’t in the warehouse anymore.” 

    The officers near Robert looked at him strangely and he had to tell them something but they’d never believe the truth, “I heard trucks driving by in the background. He’s on the interstate – not in the warehouse.” 

    Hayes was skeptical but this Thales guy had been righteous so far. “We’ll call Brentwood PD. Anyone with eyes on the interstate?” 

    “West 2 – we have a visual on an old brown sedan on the side of the interstate about 450 meters. Looks like one lone individual in it. No shot. It’s partially blocked by trees,” answered the SWAT officers on the roof of Krogers. 

    “Entry 1 and 2 – go ahead and make an entry,” the SWAT commander ordered.  

    It was only three minutes before the answered. “Entry 1. The building is clear. Upstairs shows signs of recent occupation…old food scraps. Appears the victim had been tied and taped – parachute cord and duct tape. There are a few drops of blood. The person was carried off – not dragged according to floor signs…a few drops of blood leading to the exit – nothing major. No signs of booby traps.” 

    Hayes came on the radio. “Another call to the same general area but to another number and incoming to them this time.” 

    Robert’s phone rang and when he answered, he felt that wave of hate — with a touch of fear this time. 

    “I told you to come alone. I’ll call again. $100,000 this time and I will let you hear me cut off pieces of her for every call I have to make. I don’t know how you found me but she will not come out of this whole.” The line went dead. 

    “West 2 – the car on the interstate is pulling off fast. No shot. One lone person seen in the car.” 

    “Move to the following locations and see if you can get a visual,” the SWAT commander said as he sent teams to different intersections and junctions to watch for the vehicle. Robert heard him call for Air One.  

    Robert doubted they could get a chopper here in time to do anything but he caught a thought during that last call – Hoang in Brentwood. He wasn’t sure if he’d imagined it but he thought he had heard the name and place.  

    Vicki leaned over and rubbed his neck…he had completely forgotten her. You’re going to be all right. It will work out. You can only do what you can do – sometimes you get the bear and sometimes it gets you. 

    He leaned back and looked at her. “Where did you get that?” 

    “I have odd friends if you hadn’t noticed before. What now?” she asked. 

    “I don’t think Janet has long. Let’s meet up with Detective Hayes.” He reluctantly pulled away from her thoughts. 

    They drove to the command center and got out to talk with Hayes. Robert thanked all the SWAT members. Hayes was worried that this guy had gotten away but it had been such a day – he was ready to wind down. It wasn’t good to make decisions this tired.  

    “Sorry I couldn’t pinpoint him with the cell. I thought we’d get him with that one but this guy is pretty savvy. Good catch on the background noise. He had disabled his GPS I guess. You’re good people Thales. That guy could have gone anywhere…” Detective Hayes said dejectedly. 

    “You’ve been tracking Hoang a while now, haven’t you?” Robert asked.  

    “Yeah, a while,” Hayes thought. “We got a lot of circumstantial evidence against him” …not to mention all his properties, who his cutouts were, and lots of his ties to Alexander. We’ve spent nearly two years on this guy. “But Hoang’s place is in the Gulch penthouse. You visited him there.” I still want to know why you did. 

    Robert tilted his head back like he was trying to remember data. “Not anymore …he’s moved. You’ve been on him almost two years if the files are correct and I need some data you have on his properties.” 

    “How did you know that …you’re just a…” Hayes stammered to a stop. 

    “Just a report writing officer …right …I know. Whatever – that cover is shot. I think Ismallah may have gone to Hoang’s house in Brentwood. It’s in a swank subdivision if I remember correctly.” 

    “You’re right. I’ll get with Brentwood PD and have one of our vice cars go by the neighborhood. We’ve got some service trucks or cars that won’t stand out like Brentwood’s that all look like the latest vice car. We’ll get one of their guys to go with us so we won’t have jurisdictional shit,” Hayes said. 

    “Call Sergeant Palachos ‘cause I gave him the information on a drug bust a few weeks ago that got him Fat Alexander. He ought to know he owes us,” Robert said. 

    “So that was YOU? We wondered who got that information. It was so detailed we thought it was an inside job. He ought to give us manpower and cars if he’s convinced you were the one that gave him the information.” 

    Robert gave Hayes the description of the drug courier he had given Palachos and how he had contacted him. That information wasn’t in any database. Vicki tugged on Robert’s arm and pulled him down to whisper in his ear. 

    “I know how you got that information. I know you pretty well – in the biblical sense,” she said lustily. “So we’re going to Brentwood?” 

    “You’re not going anywh…” he said. 

    She cut him off. Don’t start that shit again Robert. You know I can handle myself. Don’t let my former profession throw you. That was just necessity. The job market sucked and I had to do something to eat. I was not going to go back to Knoxville to live with my parent s...there weren’t any scholarships for middle class whites. You had to have money or be poor as a church mouse. You will not just throw this gender crap at me. I don’t care what Janet meant to you. I like you. You are more man than I’ve ever had and I don’t intend to see you waste your blood when I can be along. You get me -- big boy. I can handle whatever some middle eastern misfit, or whatever they can throw at us. You got me! 

    ”Whoa…Whoa…I got you. I would love to have you along. Would you please come with us?” 

    Just so you know… I’m with you ‘til we finish this or it finishes us …got me? She thought. I really LIKE being able to tell you stuff without talking …it’s sexy …intimate. 

    Robert had never thought of it that way …so far it had just been a curse ‘til he met Vicki …and she was the epitome of sexy. He better focus or he’d never get Janet back. Hayes came back over to them about fifteen minutes later and told them that Palachos had agreed to send cars …I note he had said cars …plural …and he said he did owe Robert a lot. He had been trying to get Alexander for years. He also said that Alexander was pissed off at the person or persons who had set him up. He loved it and said you could have whatever he had…Hayes said, “To quote Palachos – Thales can have whatever I’ve got — FUCK Hoang and whatever horse he road in on…” Hayes chuckled. “I hadn’t heard that in years. You really touched a nerve there, Thales. He really doesn’t like Hoang taking over this town.” 

    Hayes explained more, “Our Gutter Guard van ought to be there in about five minutes. It’s looking for anything that might be that car. We can’t put a helicopter over Brentwood…the residents would oust the police chief over that but they’re a really fine small department – damn – there equipment is better than ours…I should say more costly.” 

    “Gutter Guard?” Robert asked amused then sobered when he thought of Janet in the hands of Ismal. 

    “You never know when you could get a leaf in the gutter of a multi-million dollar home…can’t have that,” Hayes said and then got serious realizing Robert was thinking of the Gaines girl. “We’re doing all we can.” 

    Robert nodded and waited for word from the surveillance team or a phone call from Ismal. He imagined Janet’s fear and mutilation by Ismal and he shook with revulsion. It was so terrible being powerless. 

    Vicki hugged him and thought. You are doing all you can. We will make mistakes but she has more of a chance with us than anyone. It is NOT your fault. You will not become a victim because of the cards you were dealt. God does not do this to punish us – it is just life. We make the most of life – we help those we can help and make the most of what life gives us. I have you, for now, and that makes me happy. Did you know I had saved enough to go back to school and get my degree in mathematics? 

    He said, “Math? I would have believed Military Science but Math? Wow! You are amazing. Math! Wow.” 

    See. I’m not just a beautiful body…brains too. I had a 3.3 GPA but that was so low because I had to work full time to pay for school. 

    Hayes interrupted and said, “Sorry to break this up but they say the car IS at the house. I’ve sent our SWAT to liaison and teams to work with Brentwood Tactical team. They’re decent and we have a Mutual Aid Agreement with them. We’ve worked with them before and they’re good to go – a top notch, little agency.” Hayes paused. “I know you want to go but you are totally unofficial. The brass would have my ass with you along,” Hayes said. “You were witnesses in court in Nashville – here you are citizens in the way.” 

    “Didn’t you know Detective? We’re working with the Brentwood Police Department now. Not with Metro…” Robert replied and Hayes grinned and had them get into the undercover vehicle. 
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    They approached the house ‘til they were about a half block away. The Brentwood Tactical Team had quietly evacuated all the surrounding houses. The people were more interested in what was happening more than the inconvenience. The Brentwood PD had coffee, hot chocolate and snacks for its evacuated residents. Wow! They must have had an awesome budget …no wonder …they took care of their people. They had a public relations officer explaining to the residents what was going on and what was going to happen. These guys were hot! Robert couldn’t see this happening in North or South Nashville …screw the public was the policy for most police departments. 

    The Brentwood team had through the wall radar and infrared scanners. They determined that there were two people in the back bedroom. The Metro team started practicing on chaulked outlines of the floor plan. In 10 minutes, they let the commander know they were ready. A judge in Brentwood had issued a warrant. The entry team went in with double bang distraction devices — stun grenades. Somehow, Ismal had realized their approach. A fire with a LOT of smoke had started and was blowing west. Ismal had gotten Janet up and in front of him and made it out of a side, basement entrance. He was forcing her in front of him through the smoke and the perimeter team did not see them escape. They were approaching a house two doors west, near Robert’s location when Robert smelled smoke and felt the wave of hatred hit him.  

     

    **** 

    There, in front of him was Ismal, with the gun to Janet’s head. Ismal’s hand flicked forward momentarily and he shot the SWAT officer beside Robert. He could see Ismal grin when he saw Vicki next to him and he started to swing the gun in her direction. 

    The sharmouta, the whore, with his quarry Robert …and he has no weapon in his hand. Allah is merciful. He started to swing the silenced pistol toward Robert.  

    There were two sharp pops and the man collapsed. Vicki was standing there with her little .32 caliber stuck out in front of her. She shot Ismal twice — right through the center of his nose. The small caliber had not even exited but he was stone dead. She walked up to his crumbling form and shot him once more in the head. The eyes were still open in disbelief. Janet was shaking and crying. Robert went up to her and comforted her as best he could.  

    “Oh Robert. I knew you’d save me,” she said and Robert looked at Vicki who was putting her gun back in her waistband. 

    Robert shrugged and helped Janet away from the body.  

    You better be thinking about how I saved your ass and not so you could get with this trollop, Vicki thought. Oh Robert …my hero, she thought sarcastically. 

    Robert nodded sagely toward Vicki and then helped Janet to the command post.  

    The uproar was wild when SWAT realized they had lost a man. They swarmed over the crime scene. They swarmed when they realized that the hit man, Ismal, had been killed by a civilian and not by one of the chosen SWAT officers. They went from angry to disbelieving, to accepting that the little girl with Thales had killed the assassin, when all of SWAT had been unable to do so. She became a folk hero. They were in grief for their comrade but they held Vicki in a sense of …awe …yes …awe was the most apt word to describe how they treated her. She had done what they could not with a dinky little pistol and she was hot. She became the poster girl for SWAT that day. 

     

    **** 

    Janet was a basket case. She blamed Robert for getting her involved, she blamed Hoang — she blamed the world. She tried to say that Robert could read minds and she was a victim. She was listened to with patience. Grief counselors from the police department suggested private counseling (at city expense) and suggested she take anxiety reducing drugs. She didn’t want to be around Robert and turned from extoling his virtues to denigrating his person whenever anyone would talk to her about her ordeal. She rapidly fell off the newscasts and no one took her seriously. Mindreading – sure — sure – he had been a report writing officer and went to breaking up the largest organized crime operation in the South – not likely – more likely that Janet Gaines was off her nut. Needless to say, Janet wasn’t interested in pursuing an amorous relationship with an ex-cop. Her dad would take care of her. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    The SWAT funeral shut down Nashville. The line of cars to the cemetery was endless. Citizens of Nashville did not complain because the police department would not have looked at their complaints with compassion. The press had some great video and they made good use of it. The public became jaded after several days but it had made national news. 
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    Leo Hoang had called in all his assets and realized that the IRS and FBI were freezing his assets faster than he was accumulating them. This was the first time in his history that he had ever recorded a deficit. The price of street drugs was rising rapidly as drug shipments were interdicted. It was intolerable. Hoang had screwed up – Ismal had gone off on his own and never accomplished his goal. This pissant, Thales, had been the thorn in his side. Would you believe it — Friggin’ M13 demanded their due because they had lost so many members. They wanted payment when they had never even accomplished their goal. Too bad they had had so many killed. They should have taken a better tact than to take on a SWAT unit of a major city …Stupid.  

    Now he had to move around constantly to avoid the M13 remainders. Friggin’ beaners chasin’ him. It was …inconvenient. He would recover. This was just a speedbump in his life. He still had videos of Neil Johnson and other business leaders. Those so soiled could not escape his scrutiny. This would be undone. He kept saying to himself …This is just a bump in the road. He would have his revenge on Robert Thales and Vicki Moody.  

     

     

    **** 

    Steve Coleman was upset with his rapidly diminishing support. People who, previously, had vied for his acceptance were not accepting his calls. His popularity in the polls was bottoming out at 19 percent. Speaking engagements were cancelled. The media outlets that had extoled his prowess were detailing his deficiencies. He couldn’t believe the public had turned on him so rapidly. The Hernandez campaign was peaking. The bastard talked down about the convention center project in lieu of a renovation/levee project so the existing center could be renovated at one third the cost. The bond sales would be scrutinized this time and the breakeven would be public knowledge. Hernandez went on and on how projects should advance the entire community and not just the few …the rich trying to get richer. 

    
      

   

  

  


 
   
    
      

   

     

    A brave soul from a Tennessee State Omega fraternity was willing to testify how Coleman had supplied women and booze to them. Coleman’s popularity hit bottom the end of October and Hernandez looked like a shoe-in for the election in November. 

     

    **** 

     Lucien Gaines, Janet’s father, had been approached by emissaries of Leo Hoang months ago — and he had rejected them flatly. He had told Hoang that he might invest his own money but he didn’t want any of his tainted money. He was now willing to testify to that fact since his daughter, Janet, had been subjected to such an ordeal. It was not looking good for Leo Hoang. Lucien was a hard nosed businessman who didn’t brook incompetency …like Hoang had shown. He planned on setting Hoang on fire – metamorphically speaking. Mess with his children …mess with his inheritance …not in this lifetime.  

     

    **** 

     

    Leo Hoang still had plenty of assets however. No matter how many assets the IRS or FBI could tie up – he had more. He called a man named Garcia – the successor to Ramos – the bomber, and issued a contract. Hoang still had money and Garcia was in the business. 

    Fat Alexander saw this as an opportunity. Hoang was going down and though Alexander had an upcoming hearing, he knew he could weather the charges. He had been distant from the transaction and there was no way they could tie him to the scene. It was obvious that Thales had targeted Hoang more than him and he was in the clear. He would take over the Hoang operations. He went down to his Porsche and ran his hands over the fine interior. Life was good. He started the ignition and the car was engulfed in flame as it exploded and knocked out the windows of all the adjacent buildings.  

     

    That was good, thought Garcia Silveria. Mad Josè, my predecessor would have been pleased. I think I’ll pass on the contract for Thales though…people who try to kill him end up dead themselves. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    The U.S. Attorney for Middle Tennessee received a large packet in the mail. The return address was totally bogus but it had passed through the bomb scanners with no problem. He had his secretary open it …just in case. The file turned out to be a treatise on Leo Hoang. It dealt with his money laundering and construction fraud with the convention center project. The file detailed who had received funds and who had been blackmailed into cooperating with the project. The file detailed how the construction firms had allocated bids, had manipulated bidding on the multi-billion dollar project. The file went into great detail how members of the Better Business Bureau and the Chamber of Commerce would acquire the funds to buy the municipal bonds to build the new convention center. He picked up the phone to call the local FBI office. He also started assembling the file he would send to THE US Attorney in Washington. Now, he had something to show that HE had been doing this case all along. He wasn’t above taking credit for someone else’s work …not by a long shot. 

    The files had video from the Golden Club showing members of the local District Attorney’s Office in compromising positions. The videos also showed the advisory committee of the Chamber of Commerce. The detailed agreements; with the various investors, was laid out, with dates and times they had been contacted and how they had responded. The files were detailed and included surveillance videos from Metro Vice and Intelligence as well as dates and times when escort services were employed. The names of the girls and the names of their marks were listed along with date, time, and place …damning evidence that would not be ignored. 

    What was most damning was the list of names of businessmen and community leaders. The list included who they were, how they were involved and what they would know. Leo Hoang’s assets were located and frozen. More and more assets turned up. The extent of the man’s control was amazing. He owned 220 properties in Davidson County alone, either through direct ownership or proxy. His bank assets were frozen and his properties were seized. He would face his assets dwindling rapidly. He would not be allowed to recover from this case. 

    Sergeant Palachos had given Robert top priority and Robert was able to uncover many of Hoang’s drug importing operations. The street price of drugs in Middle Tennessee doubled by the first of November and Hoang was not a name associated with fear and loathing. He was a pariah. No one wanted anything to do with any association with Leo Hoang. 

    The United States Attorney for Middle Tennessee convened the special grand jury, headed by John Stephenson, the special prosecutor in the case. John was a former US Assistant Attorney General who had investigated Marion Barry in Washington …he had also been a Sergeant with the Metro Nashville Police Department. Approaching 80 years old, Stephenson didn’t give a damn about politics or influence. He was going to set the record straight. He didn’t give a damn about whom he inconvenienced. John enjoyed the case. What a nice case to wrap up his career. 

    The local District Attorney decided he would resign his office for health reasons …it seemed healthier to be out of office right now. 

     

     

    **** 

     

    Barto Hernandez and Tom Hauser were exhausted from the campaign. He had won by a huge margin. They were now going into the phase where people who had ignored them, had avoided him – would say how glad that he had won – all they wanted was… it was exhausting. Barto came up to Robert after Coleman had conceded and gave him a big hug. Thank you Robert. I couldn’t have done it without you. 

    Tom Hauser came up and gave Robert a hug also. You sure you’re not interested… 

    Robert laughed and pushed him away and, laughingly, shook his head, NO. 

    Vicki grabbed Robert in a way that assured him as to her meaning. She was going to get her way tonight and that was okay with Robert. He was in love with Vicki. She had the same feelings for him and their lovemaking was beyond heart stopping – Lord this woman had imagination and experience. He wasn’t sure he’d make 33. 

    Palachos and Hayes had offered him consulting jobs with the Metro Police Department. The consulting jobs paid a LOT better than a street cop’s position. It became public knowledge that Robert Thales was a premier investigator and he would pull down megabucks as an investigator in tough cases. Robert became sought after in any big case. He said his success was based on how people perceived him as such a big dufus …they had no idea why he could do what he did.  

     

    **** 

     

    Six Months Later 

    The FBI pair approached the Thales apartment with trepidation. They weren’t sure what to make of this guy but they had heard rumors. This guy was someone who could take a dead end case and make it whole. They had looked at his record and all it showed were his years as an Army MP and the years as a report writing officer …A report writing officer? What did this guy have? He looked like a total loser but he did have a hot looking girlfriend. Maybe she was the clue… 

    Neil Johnson, Ralph Swartly, Mayor Barto Hernandez, and twelve other people received hand delivered subpoenas to testify before a special, Federal grand jury in ten days time. This subpoena came a year after the fake one …to the day. All were instructed that they had a right to have access to an attorney prior to the inquiry and could leave the room to ask questions when there was no questioning but the attorney could not be in the room with them during any inquiries.  

    Dale, the recently promoted supervisor over the Federal Court House security smiled when they showed up again at the Court House. He was particularly amused when they asked why the grand jury wasn’t meeting in the same room they had last time. Dale doubted any of them would be granted immunity, this time, after the extensive IRS and FBI investigations had been completed. He warmly greeted the cheerful mayor this time and admonished him to tone down the shootouts when he exited this time.  

    That Thales, he thought …he’s sharper than he looks.
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