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Rave reviews for Russell Blake books:
 
For "The Geronimo Breach"
 
"The best thriller I've ever read. How often do you hear a review say that? Well. that's what I'm saying. Other reviews describing it as near perfection and incredibly well written aren't lying. Russell Blake is on par with the biggest names in the business. And I mean Grisham, Turrow, Ludlum, Forsyth, Brown. The plot is intricate and completely unexpected at every turn. Al Ross is a hateful, extremely well-written character with believable complexity and nuance, plunged into a global conspiracy nightmare he's ill-equipped to survive. Don't want to spoil the end, but it's a barn-burner. Overall, the best read ever." jennifer989
 
"The artistry in this work as the brush strokes build layers, brings you to wonder if something like this could be true! That's the work of a true artist. Many works of fiction have a main character that is so scrubbed up that he no longer resembles a human male. No problems with this one. You start out despising him, then start to feel sorry for him, until finally you almost like him and wish him well - although that outcome seems unlikely, the way the story develops. This is almost a 'How to..' for budding writers. How to write without one word or one sentence that could be edited out! Tight narrative, great story, scary scenario. I almost never give five stars, but this has earned it!" K. McDicken
 
"Russell Blake is fast becoming my favorite new author. Take an unlikely main character, a scarily probable conspiracy, a government run amok, cocaine dealers, commandos, whores, a burro, and a tightly meshed action/intrigue plot, and you have what to me is the most original thriller of the year. I don't want to spoil the ending but it completely blew me away, and how the suspense was sustained to the last few pages as a surprise was great. I loved Fatal Exchange and had tears of laughter running down my face for How to Sell A Gazillion Ebooks, and now spent a big chunk of my night reading till 4AM to get to the end of Geronimo Breach. Highest recommendation for a highly original and entertaining novel." Semi-Used
 
"Okay, I'm from the other side of the pond (you can find most of my reviews and on the UK site) and I'm not a patient/forgiving reader if the writer confuses me or dawdles in their narrative. I was pleasantly surprised to find myself going along with the easy style and broad strokes of the narrative. The plot is very skillfully contrived but the real art I found was in the affinity I found myself unable to resist with the down-on-his-life main character, Al. I also love burros after following Al's steady transition as he encounters hurdle after hurdle. I laughed aloud in some scenes (I won't spoil it) when Al is, let's say...compromised. I loved the ending but also wished the story hadn't ended - so for that reason I'm taking the trouble to recommend it." Write Into Print
 
 
For the "Zero Sum trilogy"
 
"Blake's latest is absolutely amazing. I literally could not put down my Kindle until I finished all three books in the trilogy! Russell Blake has a very unique talent at painting a beautiful story with words, and the Zero Sum trilogy practically reads like poetry. 5 stars aren't enough to rate this wonderful trilogy: 10 stars would be more accurate!" Amber Norrgard
 
"Russell Blake's Zero Sum Trilogy is truly amazing. I initially downloaded Book 1 because it was free and before I was done I had purchased the Book 2 & 3 bundle. This is my first time reading a book from Russell Blake and I felt privileged to have found a book written so intelligently with such a powerful impact.
Nicolas Griffen is a character that you will grow to despise. A Wall Street financier associated with organized crime and government agencies using the stock market to make huge amounts of money to the detriment of others. Dr. Steven Archer is determined to stop this activity by publishing a website to expose Griffen and his associates for what they really are. When he is discovered to be the owner of the website life is forever changed as he is now the target to be destroyed.
This trilogy will take you on a extremely fast paced and unexpected roller coaster ride of the fight between good and evil. Zero Sum is an addicting complex thriller that you will not be able to put down. I highly recommend this book, it is writing at it's best.
I look forward to reading more from Russell Blake." Marilou George (The Kindle Book Review)
 
"I read a review of the Zero Sum trilogy on Steven Konkoly's blog, and then several reviews here, so I took the plunge. I mean, I don't know a put from a call (though I did get a short lesson from Mr. Blake when I mentioned that) but that didn't stop me from enjoying this thrill ride. I was recuperating from a medical procedure, so I read all three books over the weekend. I even kept a map of one of the locations open on the computer and that made the story all the more vivid. The hero was smart, made good use of his resources, yet still kept a bit of naïveté that had some almost disastrous results. There was a bit of irony at the end, but it worked. I'd like to see more of Steven Archer..." Ms. Nancy L. Barth
 
 
For "Fatal Exchange"
 
"Fatal Exchange is a page-turning roller coaster ride of action, adventure and thrills. I can't tell you how much I enjoyed this presumably debut offering from Russell Blake. It's an awesome read. I couldn't put it down, and stayed up all night to finish it, no exaggeration. Six Stars, if they had that high a review!" Katherina J.
 
"This is a book that took me completely by surprise. I thought I'd give it a shot based on the Amazon description and 5 star reviews, and it quickly became a page turner I couldn't put down. The plot is complex, sort of like a Forsyth or Ludlum, and the characters are gripping. It's a real novel. Can't wait to see what Blake does next." Anthony M.
 
"A woman on the airplane sitting next to me was entranced with the book and recommended it to me, and I have to say it's a great read by a complete unknown. Kind of like caramel pop-corn in the guilty pleasure department. It tastes so good you don't want to stop munching. A must read for action or intrigue junkies." David A.
 
"Fatal Exchange is a gritty," edge of your seat" thriller by first time author Russell Blake. The author cleverly combines a well paced, CSI styled crime thriller, with a "no holds barred", plausible international conspiracy. […] I can honestly say, that if I could find more books like Fatal Exchange, I would be left with absolutely no reason to read some of the "Brand" name authors on the market today." Steven K.
 
"This book is in a class by itself. The main plot of the book is exciting and scary (and maybe a little graphic). The pacing is fast, the descriptions are visceral and the twists are unexpected." Stacy K.
 
 
For "King of Swords"
 
“I've read Blake's other books so when I saw he'd just released a new one I snapped it up. Nothing could have prepared me for what King of Swords was like. In fact, I can't think of any other book that I've read that's like it.
      It takes place in Mexico and follows the hunt for a super assassin who's out to kill the Mexican and American Presidents. But it's so much more than that. It's depictions of the cartel violence are uncomfortable and graphic and put you on the ground in the thick of the danger. It's an epic story in every sense, with more twists and surprises than the Da Vinci Code. It moves so fast it leaves you exhausted. About a third of the way through I realized that this isn't only a book or only a thriller. This is something more. I don't know how else to describe it but OMG.” Andfur
 
“If there's one Blake book you should read (and that's just crazy talk... buy and read all of them, they're wonderful!), make it the King of Swords. It grips your mind and pulls you into the story immediately, and doesn't let go until the very end. The twist and turns continue until the very last page.
      If there was any way for Russell Blake to trump his previous excellent novels, this is it..” Amber Norrgard
 
“Russell Blake's latest, King of Swords, is described in the product description as "epic" "gritty" and "a rule-breaking rush." What I can say after reading it is that the description radically underplayed it. This is simply one of the best books I've read. I could write pages to describe all the twists and unexpected shocks but it would be a waste of time. Anyone considering reading it should prepare for an amazing ride that will jar, sicken, fascinate and delight. Unbelievable achievement.”  Jennifer989
 
 
 


Excerpts from Russell Blake’s books
 
 
King of Swords  By Russell Blake
King of Swords is an epic assassination thriller set in present-day Mexico. Captain Romero Cruz of the Federal Police must find and stop "El Rey" - the King of Swords, a faceless super-assassin targeting the U.S. and Mexican presidents - before he can turn the upcoming G-20 financial summit into a slaughterhouse. A gritty, unflinching, roller-coaster.
Go to the King of Swords excerpt
Purchase King of Swords
 
 
 
The Geronimo Breach   By Russell Blake
The Geronimo Breach is a breakneck-paced thrill ride that pits a despicable protagonist against the world's deadliest adversaries. When a pilfered object goes missing, he unwittingly becomes the object of a murderous jungle manhunt to retrieve a stolen secret so shocking it would alter the world's balance of power.
Go to The Geronimo Breach excerpt
Purchase The Geronimo Breach
 
 
 


About the Author
 
 
Russell Blake lives full time on the Pacific coast of Mexico. He is the acclaimed author of the thrillers: Fatal Exchange, The Geronimo Breach, the Zero Sum trilogy (Kotov Syndrome, Focal Point and Checkmate), The Delphi Chronicle trilogy, King of Swords and Night of the Assassin.
 
Non-fiction novels include the international bestseller An Angel With Fur (animal biography) and How To Sell A Gazillion eBooks (while drunk, high or incarcerated) – a joyfully vicious parody of all things writing and self-publishing related.
 
“Capt.” Russell, 52, enjoys writing, fishing, playing with his dogs, collecting and sampling tequila, and waging an ongoing battle against world domination by clowns.
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Foreward
 
 
The goal of any good fiction is to blend fact and fantasy with such dexterity that it’s difficult to tell where the invention ends and the truth begins. The best lies are always based in fact, and writers are liars – they make things up for a living, or sometimes just for fun. They fabricate; they twist events to suit their whims; they tell fish stories, spin yarns, erect tall tales. They’re like politicians in that regard, although I believe that most writers are basically honest.
It’s almost impossible to verify with one hundred percent certainty what is fact and what is fiction when examining the world of covert operations and intelligence agencies. Those interested in learning more about the allegations used as the basis of this fictional story are invited to do an internet search on The Pegasus File, or to explore the allegations of sustained criminality in the market system made by any number of websites, or to read the essays of brilliant social commentators like Noam Chomsky.
The underlying sentiment that the criminalization of drugs in the U.S. has resulted in a centi-billion dollar expense to the nation for a completely failed ‘War On Drugs’ that began in the 1970s under then-president, Richard Nixon, is rooted in fact. As is the observation that the U.S. is the largest consumer of drugs in the world – after over forty-something years of this war – ensuring that those who profit from the continued battle, either financially or through consolidation of their power, will have a continued windfall for as long as the battle wages. The U.S. currently spends $500 dollars a second waging the War On Drugs and has the highest incarceration rate of any nation on the planet.
Some cynics believe that in our modern geo-political world, large-scale wars like those common throughout human history are no longer viable; so the ideal strategy for a military/industrial/financial complex run amok to maximize its earnings is to formulate limited-scope wars without end – conflicts with no defined goal, and thus no definition of what constitutes a win. The War On Drugs certainly falls into that category, and it is without question that the bloated profits associated with the traffic, as well as with battling the traffic, are maintained by the illegality of it. That might be morally uncomfortable for some readers, however, it is also undeniable.
There are no easy solutions to this quandary; and so the status quo result is obvious: more of the same.
 
 
 


Book 1 – The Manuscript
 
 
 
 
It is said that if you know your enemies and know yourself, you will not be imperilled in a hundred battles; if you do not know your enemies but do know yourself, you will win one and lose one; if you do not know your enemies nor yourself, you will be imperilled in every single battle.
 
 
Sun Tzu, The Art of War
 
 
 
 


Introduction
 
 
July, 1995
 
The warm glow of the two story house’s lights glinted off the water, where a rubber inflatable boat approached, propelled by a nearly-silent electric motor. The small craft was almost invisible against the inky surface at that hour of night, as were the two figures in the bow of the black-hulled skiff.
The pilot pulled up to the rickety floating platform at the water’s edge, where a 38 foot Mediterranean sports fishing yacht rested, rocking gently from the breeze and the barely perceptible surge of the inter-coastal waterway. His two passengers soundlessly pulled themselves onto the dock, scrutinizing their surroundings to verify they were alone. They’d researched the area and studied reconnaissance photos taken during the day; the closest neighboring house was thirty yards away, and dark, the residents evidently on vacation during the low season. A 65 foot Hatteras bobbed gently in the gloom at the empty residence’s dock, beyond which were still more private estates with various sized watercraft dotting the shoreline.
Crickets chirped their nocturnal mating call from the surrounding trees. The area was verdant, lushly landscaped and thick with exotic plants arranged to simulate a tropical botanical garden.
Even at eleven at night, the temperature was oven-like, the humidity rivaling that of a rain forest. It was hurricane season, muggy and still; the climate on the Florida gulf coast mirrored the sub-tropics from June through October.
In spite of the heat, the two men wore black pants and long-sleeved windbreakers. The smaller man made a hand signal to his partner, who crept stealthily up the gangplank and onto the path that led to the back yard. Solar lighting along the boundary of the lot provided scant illumination as the moon lay hidden behind the cloudy night sky.
Barking sounded from a garden a few docks down – the strident yapping of a highly-strung lap dog. Sound carried eerily on the water, distorting volume and direction; an elderly female voice reverberated off the glassy surface and seemed to come from everywhere as the dog was called back inside. Both men instinctively froze and crouched low while the battle of wills played out between owner and animal. ‘Pooka’ yelped out a parting canine soliloquy, followed by the distinctive slamming of a door. The lights in Pooka’s house went out now the dog was safely inside, leaving the coast largely darkened except for the home that was their object of interest.
The men exchanged glances; the one still on the dock made another hand signal – an abrupt gesture the smaller man correctly interpreted as one of impatience.
From inside the house, Billie Holiday’s voice crooned a bluesy ballad in the living room, where a pregnant woman sat on the sofa reading a magazine by the soft amber light of a table lamp. In the office at the far end of the house, a man’s head shook almost imperceptibly through the partially-closed blinds as he pored over a stack of paperwork atop a cherry-wood desk. The walls were decorated with nautical equipment – an ancient sextant, a barometer, several shark jaws, a rusted harpoon tip. The seated figure was absorbed in his task, so he didn’t register the movement a few yards outside the window.
Sarasota, Florida was a peaceful retirement community, largely inhabited by those life had rewarded with reasonable prosperity and a love of the water. Crime was predominately limited to vacant home burglaries and the occasional stolen car. The well-heeled paid a premium to live along the bay; the exclusive waterfront neighborhoods were considered safe and inviting.
 
The muffled report of a silenced rifle caused a flock of seabirds to alight from the marsh grass at the water’s edge, as two of the small window panes in the office shattered and the man’s head exploded in a spray of bloody emulsion. The pregnant woman looked up from her reading and called the man’s name over the dusky, soulful singing. Outside, the black-clad assassin hastily jogged in a crouch back to the dock and the waiting inflatable.
By the time screaming shattered the night’s tranquility, the darkened shape of the Zodiac was thirty yards from shore, making its way to a sleek cigarette boat a quarter mile away. When the trio was alongside the high speed cruiser, the passengers climbed aboard. The pilot of the dinghy methodically slashed its vinyl hull with a razor-sharp combat knife. The captain nodded to the two new arrivals, gesturing with his head at a pile of heavy anchor chain. The men quickly passed it over the side, and within moments, five hundred pounds of rusting metal sat in the center portion of the sinking tender while it plunged to the muddy bottom of the channel.
The captain eased the throttles forward, and a deep burble emanated from the custom-designed exhausts of the blacked-out Scarab as the low profile hull slowly glided north towards Tampa. Sirens echoed over the water as the cruiser distanced itself from the rendezvous point; within a few minutes, it tied up at a private residence on the far shore and the engines fell silent. The three men quickly disembarked and the leader gave a curt wave to the captain, who, after checking the dock ties to ensure they were secure, popped a cold beer and cast a fishing line into the coal-black water.
 
********
 
Six men sat in the smoky room, the piles of chips moving back and forth between them as cards were dealt and hands were won and lost. Cigars lay smouldering in glass ashtrays next to half-drunk beers and cloudy shot glasses. The chatter was convivial, punctuated by an occasional exclamation of triumph or dismay, or a hand slapping the table to underscore the fickle nature of Lady Luck’s charms. The men interacted easily, familiarity bred from years of attending the weekly ritual, playing the odds and testing their skill against one another. A ceiling fan spun lazily overhead, the wicker blades more for token ventilation. The wall mounted air conditioning unit hummed as it battled to keep the heat at bay.
The game had been underway for four hours and a few of the participants were tiring; the combination of alcohol and the hour was catching up with them. A whippet-thin man with a goatee and carefully primped dyed brown hair stubbed out his cigarette, blowing a cloud of smoke into the air as he pushed back his chair. The remaining men protested as he waved them off – for this week, at least, he was done. He weaved unsteadily to the exit and opened the door to a blast of loud Salsa music intruding from the rowdy depths of the attached nightclub. Bodies moved together in a seductive rhythm on the dance floor as he brushed past the long bar. The working girls appraised his scowling face in a blink, mutually deciding to look to other sinners for their wages.
On the sidewalk outside the club, the man cupped a cigarette, lighting it with a battered steel zippo – a legacy of long years in the military. Inhaling the strong smoke deep into his lungs, he leaned against the building’s wall and looked up into the Fort Worth night sky. This time of year, pollution was minimal, so the view of the constellations was breathtaking, with an occasional shooting star putting in an appearance for the patient and vigilant.
He chuckled to himself, amused at some folly of thought, and made his way around the corner to the parking area, where his four wheel drive Ford truck waited to ferry him home. The expanse was nearly full of worn, tired vehicles – evidence that today was payday and the crowd was in the mood for a fiesta. Most were trucks, with the odd low-rider sixties car lurking between them like predatory jungle cats. These were working class conveyances of men who made their livings with their hands; the lot was devoid of the sleek German and Japanese vehicles to be found in the more ritzy areas of town.
The man was fumbling with his car keys in the gloom when he heard a scraping sound immediately behind him. Even though inebriated, he sensed imminent danger, but the alcohol and accumulation of years had slowed his reactions to the point that he never stood a chance. The long serrated blade of the hunting knife plunged into his back, puncturing his lung with the first stab and his liver with the second. Blinding pain shot through his body, and he barely registered a vice-like hand grabbing his hair, forcing his head back while the razor sharp knife-edge slit his throat.
The lifeless corpse crumpled to the ground as the attacker continued into the lot, shedding the blood-spattered disposable plastic raincoat as he walked. A truck engine started, and the lights on a Dodge crew cab illuminated the pavement as the assailant climbed into the rear seat.
The steel-capped toe of an ostrich skin boot protruded at an improbable angle from behind the tire of a parked vehicle, the only evidence of the brief scuffle aside from the slowly spreading pool of blood.
The truck traversed the length of the parking area at a measured pace before turning onto the street and pulling off into the steamy Texas night.
 
********
 
The crowd watched in furtive discomfort as the couple fought; the young woman was obviously drunk or high, punctuating her tirade with an occasional blow to the man’s chest. He gripped her arms in an effort to contain her rage, which only served to stoke her anger further. This was obviously a familiar dynamic for them. The party-goers tried to tune out the commotion, feeling embarrassed on behalf of the shameless players.
The man waited until her outburst had ended, and then leaned forward and whispered something into her ear. Her face changed from anger, to confusion, to fear, and then back to blind rage, as she struggled to break free of his vice-like grip. Disgusted with her display, he pushed her away in a gesture that clearly conveyed he was done with her and stalked purposefully from the courtyard, past the groups of drinkers averting their eyes, making for the large circular driveway and the long line of cars parked along its edge. She ran after him, furiously brandishing an empty beer bottle, which she swung wildly at his head. It struck him solidly on the shoulder blade. He whirled and slapped her, causing her to drop the bottle, the sting of his hand nothing compared to the humiliation of being abandoned for all to see, discarded like refuse by a man she couldn’t please or keep.
She stumbled and tripped, tears streaming down her face, and fell sobbing onto the gravel of the drive as he continued towards the cars; her cries alternating between cursing him and begging to give her another chance, that she was sorry, she knew she’d crossed the line and she’d be good from now on. The man ignored her, tired of the never-ending drama that was part and parcel with the fiery passion that had first attracted him. It was always the same. Too much to drink, too many drugs, the wrong look at the wrong woman and suddenly, chaos.
The woman screamed his name as he reached his car, screamed at him to stop, to come back, to give her one more chance. He ignored her, slipping behind the wheel and closing the door to her histrionics and crazed yelling. He took a deep breath to calm himself and vowed never again. This was the last time; he was finished with her and her craziness; the weird child-woman antics would be forever banished from his life – and good riddance.
The car blew apart in a fireball, seeming to draw in a breath as first it crumpled and then erupted up and out, the blossom of flame blinding the woman as the heat from the blast seared her skin. She watched in horrified amazement as the driver’s side door flipped endlessly through the air, then came down to earth with a crash as it landed in the large circular fountain that was the showpiece of the faux-Tuscan entryway.
 
********
 
The cleaning crew worked methodically from one end of the restaurant dining room, the hunched woman mopping as two young men washed and wiped down the table tops. They chatted in animated Spanish, laughing their way through the mundane drudgery of scrubbing and spraying.
At the far end of the vacant area, the cashier went over the night’s receipts with the owner, a Caucasian man in his early fifties. It had been a good night following a remarkably good year. Even though the country was impoverished and the average peasant barely made a subsidence-level income, the burgeoning new middle class was prospering and spending freely. After years of war had punished the region and the death squads had disappeared into the night, a new period of peace had taken root and the focus had shifted from executions to capitalism.
The restaurant was a typical example of the success that could be had, of using one’s wits versus bullets. A popular American southwest franchise, it was cheerfully incongruent with the dense jungle and dirt roads only a stone’s throw away, outside the city’s limits. But inside, it could have been Anywhere, U.S.A. and the menu was faithful to the original franchise concept. Even in San Salvador, families liked fajitas or half-pound cheeseburgers served by perky, uniformed female staff. On most weekends, the place was awash with milkshakes and root beer and blended margaritas.
Once the armed conflict had ended and the civil warriors had laid down their guns, a fair number of the Americans who had come on behalf of shadowy clandestine groups decided to stay – comfortable after years, or even decades, in the region. Many had local girlfriends or wives and had become accustomed to the local beat, so they chose to remain to build a promising future in the brave new world.
For those like the owner, the thought of returning to his native Michigan after thirteen years in-country held no appeal. Instead, he’d imported a little slice of American apple pie for local consumption. The result was an instant hit. Hotel traffic was building, and many Gringo franchises flourished as the population, hungry to play catch-up to the rest of the continent, embraced the U.S. consumer culture that it both feared and envied. Even the poor, as they trudged to their laborer jobs on muddy dirt tracks from shanty-towns, were as likely to be wearing a Guns N’ Roses T-shirt as native garb.
The night’s take accounted for, the owner went into his office and deposited the cash into his floor safe, in readiness for a trip to the bank the next morning. An armed security guard would remain on duty throughout the night and be replaced by another armed guard during business hours. Even in the capital city of El Salvador, San Salvador, the rule of the gun outweighed the rule of law, although that was slowly changing.
The owner poured himself a Heineken and sat at the bar, alone, watching the music videos his cousin sent him every month to play on a continuous loop throughout the day. What the hell anyone liked about the new generation of rap performers beat the hell out of him, but that was what was hot in the U.S., so that’s what he played on the TV. There was an endless demand for everything American, and he was making a fortune catering to it. The world was infinitely strange.
After downing the remainder of his beer, the man scratched his week-old stubble and decided to call it a night. It had been a long and rewarding day, but he was beat and wanted to get some shut-eye before tomorrow arrived with its own set of challenges. He waved at the guard and unlocked the front door, locking it again with a roll of keys once he was outside. The air smelled like jungle and exhaust, with just the faintest hint of sewage masked by smoke from a distant wood fire. He watched with satisfaction as the restaurant’s marquis sign lights shut off and the exterior illumination shifted into ‘closed’ mode.
The owner approached his Ford Explorer and slid behind the wheel, shifting his holstered Colt .45 automatic so that it didn’t cut into his hip as he drove. Side arms were still a mandatory precaution – he’d been wearing one for so long it was almost second nature. Violent assaults and robberies were endemic to Central America, especially since hundreds of thousands of weapons had been shipped from the U.S. and the Soviet Union to fuel the seemingly perpetual wars. Those weapons remained after the ‘advisors’ had packed up and gone home.
He pulled out of the parking lot and cranked the stereo. Aerosmith’s Walk This Way blared from the speakers, and for just a few moments, he was back in high school sneaking a joint with the little hottie he’d been trying to coerce into his van for most of the summer.
A stream of white-hot slugs sliced through the cab of the SUV and shredded his torso, tearing the interior to pieces and causing the truck to careen into a utility pole at the roadside. He heard running footsteps approaching as he fumbled with useless hands at the safety strap on his holster, and then a deeply tanned man with a military buzz cut fired a bullet into his skull through the shattered driver’s side window at point blank range. Joe Perry’s guitar pyrotechnics wailed from the vehicle as a grenade clattered through the missing windshield – the whump of the detonation signalled the end of the music, forever.
 
 
 


Prologue
 
 
Present Day
 
The rickety seventies-era van bounced its way down the washboard dirt road, its mismatched tires throwing up a cloud of dust visible for miles, which in this case meant visible to the odd lizard sunning itself between the sickly cactus and shrubs in the barren landscape. The suspension creaked ominously whenever an axle slammed over a particularly ugly rut, the shocks long ago having lost any capacity for softening the ride.
Calloused hands gripped the grimy cracked-vinyl wheel, directing the vehicle’s journey ever further into the nothingness that characterized the U.S./Mexican border as it meandered away from the cool coastal breezes of the Pacific Ocean and wound east towards Arizona. It wasn’t unusual for the temperature to hit 120 or higher in late summer, and this year was no exception.
If the driver felt any discomfort from the heat, he didn’t show it, other than to occasionally mop at the network of pock marks and small scars on his face with a soiled black bandana. His gritty countenance betrayed nothing and was unmoved by the meager relief from a sweltering breeze wafting through his lowered window. The air-conditioning had ceased working about when every gauge on the dashboard had failed a decade before, so blistering heat in the cab was a given in September.
The drone of the tired motor drowned out most of the lone stereo speaker’s strident melody; an accordion, tuba and out-of-tune voice bemoaning the loss of sincere love in a cruel and uncaring world. An occasional ‘Corazon’ made it over the labouring of the engine, causing the driver’s companion to smile. The air might be arid and hot as a blast furnace, and the uneven surface of the rural track they were hurtling down might be pummelling his sacroiliac and kidneys like he was in a bar brawl, but as long as there was unrequited love memorialized by dissonant guitars and trumpets, life still had hope.
Which wasn’t the case for the family of five bound and gagged in the rear of the van. The youngest, a toddler of four, had lost consciousness when her head smacked into the van roofline as she was bundled into the back along with the others, which was a blessing of sorts – she was mercifully oblivious to the scorching stagnation of the unventilated area. A makeshift plywood wall separated the rear from the two passenger seats, leaving the cargo compartment bereft of fresh air, which created a preview of hell for the unfortunate abductees. After forty-five minutes on the unpaved trail, the stink of proximity and failed attempts to contain their bodily functions was overwhelming – the cross ventilation from the open front windows failed to evict the stench wafting from the rear compartment.
“Look, there’s the spot,” the driver muttered in Spanish as he pulled onto an even more rural satellite road marked by an ancient rusted road sign peppered with bullet holes.
“About time. Let’s get them out and get it over with,” his companion replied in Spanish. His leg was stiff from the drive and hurting like hell from lack of movement.
They drew to a stop behind a silver Ford Lobo crew cab with Sonora plates. Upon spotting the van, three men exited the pristine truck and donned cowboy hats, hoping to shield their faces from the worst of the midday sun. As the dust settled around the assembled group, the van’s occupants got out, nodded at the three, and went to the rear to unload their unfortunate cargo.
The driver and his companion unceremoniously dumped the family onto the hard-packed dirt; with an exclamation of pain, the little girl momentarily regained consciousness from the impact.
The driver tore the duct tape off the mouth of the father, perhaps to offer him an opportunity to speak, or beg for mercy. Instead, he spat a bloody tooth at his assailant and uttered a venomous curse in a hoarse rasp. The driver instinctively backhanded the man, gashing his cheek with the sharp edge of one of his nugget rings.
Bueno. So be it.
The driver’s companion limped to the passenger side of the van and returned moments later with a machete. As the driver maintained the gaze of the bound father, the machete made an arc through the air, terminating when it intersected with the young boy’s spinal cord.
Necks could be a problem. It often required several attempts to completely sever the head.
The driver stepped aside a few feet in a practiced move to avoid the arterial spray, his eyes never leaving those of the father.
Next was the oldest daughter, who was maybe eleven, and then the mother. Throughout it all, the father’s glare radiated fury and cold hatred, but he uttered not a syllable, even when it was his turn for the filthy blade’s caress. He understood the code, and there was nothing he could say or do that would save their lives, so he used his final moments to silently condemn his executioners to eternal damnation.
One of the men from the truck approached the still bound toddler and kicked her head. “This one’s a goner, compadre. Do El Jefe over there and let’s get out of here before we get snake bit,” the man said, his Spanish tinged with a South American accent.
The father expended his last breath insulting the men in an explosion of Spanish, which was abruptly terminated when the battered blade severed his throat with a brutal swipe.
“Hey, look at that…I finally got a clean one!” the executioner exclaimed as he watched the kneeling torso fall slowly over, absent the head, which rolled a few feet before coming to rest near the van’s back tire.
The men exchanged glances then returned to their vehicles for the long drive back, leaving the remains to the efficient ministrations of the desert scavengers. Whenever the remains were discovered, there might be enough left for whoever found them to notify the authorities; their identification would serve as a cautionary tale for others considering betraying their employer. It was all a necessary day’s work, one of thousands of mass slayings every year in the land of tacos and mariachis – an episode so unremarkable it would barely warrant mention in the local papers.
Such was the reality of the increased competition for turf dominance – brought about by the heightened war on drugs; an inevitable by-product of trafficking a thousand percent profit substance in a country where the average worker made four dollars a day.
The buzzards were already descending as the trucks spirited the men into the shimmering heat of the horizon. Nature wasted nothing in the brutal, arid wasteland they called home.
 
 
 


Chapter 1
 
 
It pissed Michael off when the hot water went cold for several seconds then came back boiling hot, seeming to choose its random oscillations at moments that would create maximum annoyance – such as when his eyes were filled with shampoo suds, or he’d gotten the temperature perfect and cautiously stepped under the stream.
It never failed. He’d spend several minutes fine-tuning the ancient hot and cold levers, waiting patiently for them to stabilize, then wait a bit more lest they trick him right as he got in. But the precise moment his most delicate attributes were within the shower’s reach, he’d get geyser-scalded or slammed with a sheet of ice-water.
He’d complained a dozen times to the super, who unfailingly promised to investigate potential solutions, none of which ever manifested as anything but an expectation of larger Christmas bonuses each year.
Michael shut off the stream, any pleasure inherent in the bathing process ruined by the shower’s bi-polar thermal swings, and regarded himself in the partially-steamed mirror, fingers moving automatically over the scar on his abdomen; a memento from errant shreds of shrapnel from a long-ago conflict few remembered or cared about. Michael knew he looked unremarkable – early-forties, good looking without being noteworthy; a pretty much standard-issue, relatively fit Caucasian male who’d watched his weight and avoided the worst of the world’s vices.
Just plain folks, really. Except that as he scratched at his face with a disposable razor, Michael wasn’t running the details of his morning’s client presentation or ad campaign through his head – rather, he was considering the minutiae of corporate espionage countermeasures, kidnapping or assault scenarios, wiretapping, and all the rest of the fun that comprised his world as a small-time private security provider for a few exclusive clients in the Big Apple.
Michael Derrigan was a sole-proprietor with a few part-time consultants, whose expertise he drew upon when needed, and while the money was pretty good, it was far from great – but work was steady, and for the decade he’d been doing it, relatively uneventful. Compared to his prior stint with the Navy in the elite SEAL division, this was a walk in the park – he’d never had to shoot anyone on the job, and the few times one of his clients had gotten into serious trouble, he’d been able to put it to rest with a briefcase of hundreds and a broken nose.
Lately, he’d been spending more time escorting trophy wives on shopping sprees or cleaning up after some Middle Eastern royalty’s son’s embarrassing behaviour at a nightspot than on any sort of real security work.
Which was fine with Michael as long as the cash kept coming. He billed a grand per eight-hour day and had steady gigs that kept him busy three to four days a week, so while he certainly wasn’t building an empire, he had adequate walking around money to keep himself in a nice lifestyle. Some day, he was going to finish his great American novel, but for now, he was more focused on his daily grind, which this morning involved meeting some visiting businessmen at JFK and playing tour guide/concierge, hopefully keeping them out of jail, the morgue, or the papers for the three days they were in town.
That wasn’t as easy as it sounded. These gentlemen were on a combination business/pleasure junket from Turkey and likely couldn’t wait to begin the boozing and whoring to which many of his international clients were inevitably drawn.
Michael washed down an English muffin with an oversized cup of coffee and watched CNN to keep track of the world’s latest horrors and atrocities. The talking heads always seemed so earnest, and a part of him absently wondered whether they prayed every morning for a war to start, or a plane to crash, or a school bus full of children to be held hostage. Chewing the remains of his breakfast, he pondered what got someone interested in being a newscaster. Were they failed actors? Did they bomb Off-Broadway and this was their big break, or at least a steady pay check? Or was this their dream? Were there really children out there who didn’t want to be firemen or astronauts, but instead wanted to be pseudo-reporters reading earnestly from a teleprompter? He didn’t get it, but then again, there was a whole world of things Michael didn’t get.
A story about a boat explosion at the mouth of the Hudson caught his attention, but after a few moments watching the vapid coverage his eyes drifted away from the screen and to his computer; he had no interest in listening to the perkily earnest reporter try to make an engine fire sound riveting.
Michael checked the time and realized he was dawdling. Forcing himself into action, he assembled his daily inventory of necessities on his small dining room table – Blackberry, permit to carry, Glock with extra magazine, money clip with two grand in hundreds, driver’s license, PI license, business cards held together with a worn rubber band, and black Amex card in his company’s name. He ticked the items off his mental checklist by habit.
All there, present and accounted for.
Satisfied he hadn’t forgotten anything, he switched off the television and grabbed his gear, stuffing it into various and sundry pockets. Now properly equipped, he checked his appearance one last time in the full-length mirror by the front door; a vanity a long-departed aspiring model girlfriend had insisted upon as a requirement for regular feedback of her charms. Michael looked competent, alert, and completely average, which was exactly the effect he strove for. The loose cut of his hand-tailored gray suit hid the bulge from the shoulder holster. He was indistinguishable from the legions of nondescript businessmen thronging the streets of Manhattan.
His pocket vibrated as he received the text message from Aldous, the 300-pound Haitian driver he used for these types of pick-ups, informing Michael that the car was rounding the corner and would be in front of his building within sixty seconds.
Michael shut off the lights, double-locked the front door, and quickly descended the two flights of stairs to the street, humming to himself as he approached the waiting limo.
Life was pretty good, all things considered. At least he wasn’t breaking up bar fights at four a.m. like some of his peers from the service did to make ends meet now they were private citizens again. If wearing a monkey suit and treating some wonk from a refinery in lower Killdickistan like a visiting head of state was what it took to pay the rent, hey, there were worse alternatives: he could be a pimp, or, God forbid, a lawyer.
Michael smiled for the first time that day as he climbed into the passenger side of the long, black vehicle’s front cab. Aldous didn’t smile back. The big man obviously had a lot on his mind. Michael tried a cheerful ‘Hello’ but Aldous merely grunted ominously before gunning the car into mid-morning traffic.
Welcome to the Big Apple.
 
********
 
Abe shifted uncomfortably in his seat.
His ass hurt.
Lately, that had been a recurring theme in his life, however this morning, especially, his ass felt like a hive of bees had stung his rather ample posterior.
It was an occupational hazard as much as a lack of adequate roughage. He was one of a dying breed of literary agents and spent most of his waking hours sitting. Abraham Sarkins was one of the few who still believed there were talents worth discovering. He actually read everything he got before he sent a rejection letter – or read at least a few dozen pages so he could determine whether he was about to shut down the next Tolstoy or a semi-literate chimp with delusions of grandeur. He realized he was somewhat of an anachronism, but he’d been doing it that way forever and he wasn’t about to change now.
Most of his contemporaries farmed out the scanning of query letters and first chapters to their overworked, meagrely-paid assistants, however Abraham was old-fashioned, and believed a large part of his professional life had been distinguished by recognizing talent others had overlooked.
And so he sat, twelve hours a day and up, with a throbbing sciatica and a conviction that he owed those sending him their work at least a cursory personal review before he crushed their dreams. Which he did ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the time. It was nothing personal; just the way the business worked, and it had been getting nothing but tougher for as long as Abe had been doing it.
But every now and then, completely out of left field, Abe would find something that captivated his interest and made him want to read more. That happened about as often as a lunar landing, but the universe worked in an inexplicable manner, and for some reason, as was the case with the remarkable document he’d begun reading last night, Abe was occasionally chosen as the vessel through which genius would flow – or at least as the agent to whom something worth reading was sent.
He shifted in his seat, trying to mitigate the discomfort.
Today, not only did his ass hurt, but he was also genuinely mystified.
Last evening, as he was preparing to leave the office after a long day of fighting with publishers, ass-kissing prima donna authors and shmoozing film producers, he’d been floored by an e-mail sent to his private, unpublished address. The sender was unfamiliar, yet it was worded in such a way that a personality like Abe’s had to at least glance at the attached pages.
He didn’t want to – normally he’d have summarily deleted it unread – and in hindsight, part of him wished he’d done so and gone home to his two Yorkies. But for whatever reason, likely the mention in the opening sentence of a little-known factoid from Abe’s college days, he’d violated his own rule and taken a peek at the contents.
That peek had developed into three hours of increasingly engrossed reading, and then the printing of the manuscript for consumption at home. Abe hated reading on his computer screen and routinely printed out any longer documents, to be read in what he felt was a proper manner. Pages flowed differently on paper than on a screen, no matter what new miracle materials it was made with, and he was too set in his ways to start being romanced by technological advents now. He’d waited twenty years before he bought his first answering machine, convinced the innovation was a fly-by-night fad. Even with all the hubbub about eReaders and Eye-Pads, or whatever the hell the kids were so fired up about, Abe wasn’t even close to convinced that paper was dead in the water.
His thinking returned to the remarkable manuscript he’d been sent.
Either the author was a wildly-inventive fiction writer blurring the lines between reality and fantasy, or he’d authored an incredible non-fiction account that could alter the course of modern history, as well as the standing of many of society’s most venerated figures and institutions. Abe had been immediately sucked in by the account, and even though he suspected the whole thing was a work of elaborate fiction, he was open to the idea that it was possible – just possible – it was actually what it purported to be.
If that was the case, and if, when he finished the manuscript, the events described were verifiable as true and correct, he’d just received the most important book of his career.
The e-mail message had indicated Abe was the only person it had been sent to because of the author’s knowledge of his literary tastes and track record. The latter wasn’t tough to figure out, because Abe had been fortunate enough to amass a roster of respectable non-fiction talents along with a few commercially-successful fiction scribes. But that hadn’t really helped Abe figure out which of the two camps this author fell into.
He/she claimed the work was non-fiction, but then again so did all religions, along with thousands of dubious biographies and memoirs, so a non-fiction assurance meant less than nothing to Abe.
As to his tastes, the author had nailed Abe, he’d grant him that. After forty-odd years in the business, it was almost impossible to write something Abe would find interesting, and even less likely he’d read more than a few pages before deciding it wasn’t marketable. This manuscript had stopped Abe cold, riveting him, had resonated with a part of him he’d considered, if not dead, at least in some kind of protracted coma.
This morning when he’d gotten into the office, he’d spent the first few hours of his day making calls in an attempt to verify or refute some of the more incredible claims the manuscript had made in the couple of hundred pages he’d skimmed before hitting the sack late last night.
Over his forty years in the business, Abe had accumulated a lot of favors, so his inquiries to his contact base received serious attention. Nobody he reached could immediately offer any definitives, but all promised to investigate and get back to him with whatever they learned. This included two professors at Columbia University, the vice-chairman of one of the largest investment banks on Wall Street, and the head of an elite think-tank in D.C..
Abe had pondered the claims in the manuscript long and hard, and understood that if they could be corroborated, they represented an incredible exposé of a hidden reality not even the most jaded conspiracy theorists had dreamt of in their most paranoid moments. But in order to know whether he had a book, Abe needed to get some feeling of how much, if any of it, was true or could be verified. If he just got blank stares from his network, many of whom were as plugged-in as it was possible to be, he could safely assume it was all a waste of time and simply flush the document and get on with his life.
So he’d made the calls, reeling in favors and cajoling – and then he’d glanced at his watch and realized that he needed to attend to more mundane matters. He’d set the wheels in motion on doing his due diligence, and now he needed to give it some time and see what the tom toms came back with.
His brief stab at initial research concluded, he’d grabbed his coat and satchel and rushed out to meet one of his authors at a brunch launching the writer’s latest non-fiction tome on how to make millions from one’s home computer by working only three hours a day. That chore concluded, he’d next detoured and stopped downtown to chat with a publisher he’d been having a hard time getting on the phone. Many of the real deals were done on a face-to-face basis, and Abe understood you needed to pound the pavement sometimes if you wanted to get mindshare.
The day almost half gone by the time he returned to the office, his thoughts had returned to the manuscript, so he’d logged onto his private account to see what he could glean from the sender’s e-mail address.
Which was why Abe was now mystified.
There was no e-mail.
No attachment.
 
********
 
Abe wasn’t a complete Luddite, so he’d done a cursory diagnostic to figure out what had gone wrong with his system, but his grasp of the intricacies of the technology were limited, and thus doomed to failure. After half an hour, he’d exhausted his rudimentary repertoire of technical know-how, and with nothing to show for it but frustration, finally acceded that he was out of his depth.
His personal assistant and secretary, Mona, was somewhat better than he when it came to computers, so he’d had her come in to try to recover the missing message. After fifteen more minutes of effort, they still had nothing to show for their trouble, and the clock was ticking.
Abe stared vacantly through the window at the building across the street as he considered his situation. He needed to find out who’d written the manuscript so he could establish contact and begin the dance. There were about three hundred questions he wanted to ask, and he needed to understand whether the author was a prodigy, a loon or a charlatan – but the attachment had no phone or address on it, and no author name.
So the e-mail was the only contact mechanism.
And it was gone.
Hence his current predicament.
What Abe needed was someone who really understood computers and was internet savvy. The kid who’d hooked up their network was okay, but certainly no genius – a friend’s nephew, just out of college and doing PC consulting until he found a real job – so that option was unlikely to yield any results. Which meant that unless there was a follow-up e-mail from the mystery scribe, he was shit out of luck, and potentially sitting on the mother lode with no way to mine it. That was just great. He gets what could very well be solid gold dropped in his lap and he might as well put a message in a bottle and throw it into the sea to communicate with the author.
Abe was stymied. How could his day get any worse from here?
Then he had a flash of inspiration.
Moving to his ancient dusty credenza, he rummaged around in the chaos until he found his battered rolodex behind some reams of paper. His office resembled a pack rat’s lair more than a legendary literary agent’s, with piles of documents stacked helter-skelter, absent any apparent organization. But it was a system Abe was comfortable with, so that’s how things stayed. It drove Mona and his two associates crazy.
Another habit from a lifetime of dealing with hard copy, Abe eschewed any sort of electric organizers or phone books – the numbers in the rolodex never went missing, unlike the e-mail that apparently had. He fumbled around on his desk until he found his reading glasses, and perching them precariously on his nose, flipped through the handwritten cards in the rickety contrivance until he found the one he was looking for. He peered at the name and number, squinting a little. It seemed to Abe that the writing on the damned cards was getting smaller over the years, making it increasingly hard to read them. No matter; he’d found what he needed.
The phone answered on the third ring, and the muted sound of traffic and voices reverberated in the background.
“Michael Derrigan.”
 


Chapter 2
 
 
“Michael, it’s Abe Sarkins. It’s been a while since we talked. Are you super busy?”
Abe had liked the first few chapters of Michael’s debut novel, submitted through a mutual acquaintance, and they’d maintained contact ever since. He’d been interested enough in the book to tentatively agree to represent it once it was complete, however that didn’t look like it was going to happen any time soon – Michael wasn’t exactly prolific. But they still talked occasionally, usually with Michael checking in to let Abe know he was close to having more pages done, this time for real. Abe had developed a liking for him. He had a good heart and some real talent, capable of creating something special if he’d ever sit down and focus on writing the goddamned thing.
“Oh, right, Abe…I’m sorry, I’ve been meaning to send you more chapters, but it’s been really hectic and I haven’t had a chance to polish them yet.” Michael raised the privacy screen in the limo as he talked. He didn’t have any worries about Aldous listening in on his literary career’s non-trajectory, but the Turks in the back were engaged in a heated discussion and he couldn’t hear over the din of their jabber.
“Not a problem, Michael. Actually, I was hoping you could lend me a hand. I had some e-mail correspondence go missing and I need to find it, but nothing I’ve tried seems to be working. I know some of your security work involves technology, and I was wondering if this is the sort of thing you could help with?” Abe asked.
Abe was describing something that wasn’t even close to the sort of corporate espionage and countermeasures Michael handled, but given Abe’s standing in the literary world and Michael’s aspirations of becoming a player someday, Abe had just been promoted to the head of the line of people Michael was eager to assist.
“Of course, Abe. Give me the short version of the problem so I know who to bring with me, and I’ll see how soon I can stop by,” Michael said.
“Well, I got an anonymous e-mail yesterday with a manuscript attachment that it turns out I have an interest in, but when I got to the office this morning, it’s like it never existed. It’s nowhere in my e-mail logs. It’s the first time that’s ever happened…” Abe realized as he spoke that his account sounded as troubling as a hangnail.
Michael, wishing to appear courteous and sensing an opportunity to build goodwill, made an on-the-spot decision to alter his schedule and drop by Abe’s. He figured he didn’t really have much else going on but babysitting the Turks, so why not give it a shot and find a way to fix it? He wasn’t that far away from Abe’s building, and it didn’t sound like something that would take more than a few minutes for someone competent to deal with, and he’d collect a chit in the favor bank from a publishing figure who was a living legend.
“Abe, I’m busy with some clients right now, but I have some time around two o’clock where I could see about doing a fix. I’ll call and get my PC tech out with me so all bases are covered. I remember your offices, seventh floor – will that work for you?” Michael asked.
“Yeah, sure, two o’clock is fine. It’s probably something simple you can handle in a few minutes. I appreciate your bumping things around to deal with this, Michael. I owe you one.”
“Okay, Abe, two o’clock. Ciao.” Michael disconnected and considered his next step.
He needed a computer whiz. And he just so happened to have one of the best. Michael dropped the window that separated him from the Turkish contingent in the rear, and keeping one eye on them as they waved home their points to each other, he texted his technology specialist, Koshi. Michael just hoped Koshi was sober today and could get cleaned up in a few hours, and was actually monitoring his phone instead of crashed out after a hard night of clubbing.
Koshi was flighty, but he was also bar-none the most adept super-geek Michael had ever encountered, so if something had gone screwy with Abe’s system, he’d know how to fix it.
A few moments after Michael sent the text message, Koshi responded, requesting the address and meeting time. Michael entered the info and pressed send. Koshi responded in the affirmative, so they had a date.
Michael glanced at Aldous, who was impassively glaring at the cars in front of him. Sensing a break in the Turks’ discussion, he turned to the rear of the limo and focused on his entourage.
“Gentlemen, is there anything special you’d like to request for today’s meetings, or perhaps for this evening? Whatever it is, we’re at your service…”
It always helped to ensure the paying customers felt like they were getting first class service. That’s what kept them coming back – and paying tips that often exceeded the day’s fee. Brown-nosing was a big part of the escort gigs he’d been paying the rent with lately, so Michael choked back his disdain and did his best to appear interested and helpful.
The limo continued to weave its way through the snarl of Manhattan traffic, a cocoon of comfort in an otherwise noisy, entropic world.
 
********
 
The phone rang in a wood-paneled office occupied by a balding man in his seventies. He sighed audibly before answering, dreading the second alarmed call of the day. He was unaccustomed to receiving any calls, much less those expressing concern or trepidation – in his world, he was the one that called people, demanding answers. They didn’t call him.
“Armstrong,” he answered.
“Sid, this is Ben. I just got a call from a friend of mine asking me to look into certain sensitive projects you assured me would never come to light…” The understated and carefully-chosen language was typical of the caller, who was an attorney, among other things.
“I understand. Steps have already been taken. As far as we can tell, the matter’s dealt with – I’d politely come up empty if you get another call. Which you won’t,” Sid advised.
“I hope your people have figured out how it could have gotten this far in the first place. To have these sorts of questions given any credibility would still be disastrous, even now,” the caller underscored.
“We’re on it. This was an anomaly. There won’t be any further digging – trust me on that,” Sid assured him.
The line went dead.
It was amazing to him that after a long, admirable career filled with astonishing accomplishments and vast wealth accumulation, a few sentences in the wrong hands could create a shit-storm that endangered everything he’d worked for; everything he’d built.
How the hell had the sentences come about in the first place? Less than a handful of people knew the details of even one of the sensitive projects, much less could piece together the whole shooting match. Obviously there’d been an unconscionable leak; one that needed to be mopped-up immediately.
He, more than most, understood that time healed virtually all wounds, and that most of the world’s outrages would recede to a pale memory once enough years had gone by. But some things were too large to ignore no matter how far in the past. Even the apathetic sheep who paid their taxes every year and wished for nothing more imaginative than a larger television or a cheaper gallon of gas could become unmanageable if they knew the ugly truth.
Empires required resources in order to continue to grow. They required stimulation to keep their populations entertained. Sid had long considered his position, from administration to administration, as part rainmaker and part court jester. It really didn’t matter whether it was the Republicans or the Democrats who appeared to hold the reins from term to term; all required grist for the mill, gold for their treasury, and superficial drama for the populace to focus upon, rather than more contentious issues. So they all needed the services of Sid and those like him, in good times and in bad. He provided the bread and circuses as well as behind-the-scenes solutions.
The problem was that in order to appear on top of the heap of nations, long after it had exhausted its ability to live within its means, the country had to make unpalatable alliances. Things often needed to be done that had to stay out of the newspapers. To claim the moral high ground, the system needed ‘fixers’ who could do the dirty work that kept the engine running, without bothering the blithe passengers who were paying the freight.
It was all part of the game. Sometimes the nation would get a quick peek at how the world really worked and would cry out in shock and disbelief. The trick was outwaiting the outrage, as he well knew. If you didn’t wait long enough, then the machine required blood sacrifices so it could claim to have purged itself of its evils – and if the evils were large enough, even fixers like Sid could be trotted to the gallows.
And that definitely wasn’t part of the plan. There wasn’t a chance in hell Sid was going to spend his winter years being flogged as a demon; he had a long list of those who would stop at nothing to keep their secrets buried. True, the internet and social media had made it harder to control the spin, but Lenin had it right; you just lied, and kept repeating the lie until it became accepted and parroted as the truth. That’s why, even when all facts were known, if you could shape the dialog, the revelations would get less than a shoulder shrug from an uncaring world – which was why being in control of the media, either directly or by pressure from its owners and editors, was so critical.
It had taken a long time to achieve an apathetic, complacent populace who would buy without question anything the television and newspapers declared. Generations. But the mission was now accomplished – there was nothing that would mobilize the public with outrage at this point.
Or at least, virtually nothing.
He didn’t want to test their obedient complicity with exposure of the ‘special projects’. Some secrets were too sensitive to even hint at.
Enter Sid, guardian of the truth, and in this case, his own ass.
 
********
 
Abe’s early afternoon flew by, as he massaged a client’s bruised ego over the ‘paltry’ seven-figure advance for the film rights to his next two masterpieces, cajoled several publishers into giving one of his new discoveries a serious read, and assisted the wife of one of his most popular authors in planning an intervention to get him to enter rehab for the third, and hopefully final, time.
It was already two o’clock; well past lunch time, which his stomach had been reminding him of for some time, prompting him to order yet another unhealthy meal of hot pastrami on rye from the corner deli downstairs.
Mona buzzed him on the intercom.
“There’s a Mr. Derrigan here to see you?” Mona framed most statements as interrogatives – as though doubting the veracity of her own observations. She apparently had no memory of Michael stopping by a year ago.
“Fine, fine, Mona. Please escort him back to my office,” Abe instructed.
A courtesy knock tapped on his shabby door and then Mona entered with Michael in tow.
“Michael, thanks for coming. Mona, did you offer our guest some coffee or soda? Bottled water, maybe?” Abe came around his desk to shake hands.
“No need, Abe. But thanks all the same,” Michael said.
They stood awkwardly for a moment, facing each other.
“So, how goes the magnum opus? You about done yet?” Abe asked.
Michael’s novel, or absence of a novel, was always the first topic of conversation.
“I wish I could say we’re almost at the finish line, but I’d be lying. I’ve been tied up with the business for months, and just haven’t had a chance to dive back in yet,” Michael admitted.
“Well, a guy’s gotta eat. I know all about that. But everything’s got a shelf life, and most things don’t improve with age,” Abe cautioned.
“I hear you.” Michael wanted to steer the topic off his meager productivity. “What is it you think happened? You got an e-mail, and it went missing – you sure you didn’t delete it accidentally?”
“No, I’m positive. I looked everywhere. It’s just gone.” Abe was adamant. “What’s particularly troubling is that it had an attachment – a PDF file of a book I developed a strong interest in. It’s pure dynamite…” Abe wasn’t sure how much more to add.
Just then another knock on the door was followed by the entry of a skinny Japanese man dressed entirely in black, with dyed blond hair and a number of ear and nose piercings. Michael groaned inwardly. For fuck’s sake, did Koshi really believe Converse sneakers, pencil-leg black jeans and a Panic At The Disco T-shirt with a dinner jacket over it really constituted business casual? If he wasn’t the sharpest computer guy Michael knew, he’d have pimp-slapped him right in front of Abe.
His inner dialog kept its counsel, of course.
“Oh, sorry, Abe, this is my technology expert, Koshi Yamaguchi,” Michael said, preferring to ignore the elephant in the room for the moment.
Abe eyed him dubiously. “Koshi, huh? A pleasure.”
“Yeah. Nice to meetcha,” Koshi mumbled.
“So, Koshi, Abe here was just explaining how he had received an e-mail yesterday, with an attachment, and when he went to check it this morning it was gone…”
“Uh, all right. But unless someone was on his computer, that’s impossible. I mean, it’s virtually impossible. Theoretically, anything’s possible – let’s just say it’s highly unlikely. But why doesn’t he contact the sender and have him resend the attachment?” Koshi asked.
“I know this is going to sound odd,” Abe said. “I mean, it sounds odd to me as I think about saying it, but here it is: I have no idea who sent me the e-mail, or who the author is.”
“Koshi, Abe says he already checked his trash and spam to make sure he didn’t inadvertently delete it. You want to take a look at his system and see what you can figure out?” Michael asked.
“Sure. Is your browser open to your e-mail, or do you use Outlook or some other program?” Koshi asked Abe as he sauntered around the desk and plopped down in Abe’s chair.
“I’m not sure about all that. I just know that I sign in on the web and check my e-mail for that account,” Abe informed him; he wasn’t super technology-oriented, obviously.
“All right. Never mind. Give me a few minutes and I’ll figure this out.” Koshi was already peering at the huge flat screen on Abe’s desk and typing furiously. “Oh, and just to rule it out, does anyone besides you know your password for this account – or do you leave your computer on when you leave for the night?”
“No on all.” Abe’s stomach growled audibly. “Michael, care to join me for a trip downstairs to grab my sandwich? It should be ready by now,” Abe invited, and without pausing for a response, he grabbed his satchel and opened his office door.
“Sure. We’ll be back in a few…” Michael glanced at Abe for guidance, “…minutes, maybe half an hour. Will that give you enough time?” Michael inquired.
“Should be,” Koshi murmured, immersed in whatever he was doing on the screen.
Michael followed Abe through the reception area and out the front door of his offices. Abe stabbed the button for the elevator, bouncing lightly on the balls of his feet as they waited. He seemed awfully spry considering his years and considerable girth. Michael hoped he still had as much spring in his step when he hit his late sixties or early seventies – he wasn’t sure about Abe’s age, but that seemed about right.
The ancient contraption clunked its arrival and the steel door slid open. Michael followed Abe in, feeling a momentary sense of panic, which he squelched – he hated elevators, especially ones that easily pre-dated Eisenhower, and this one had been a bit jerky on the trip up.
The ride down to the street level was creaky but uneventful.
Everyone at the deli knew Abe, and they cleared a small table for him when he announced he was going to eat there instead of take-out. Michael ordered a turkey club and a soda from the boisterous counter man, who winked at him with a disturbing familiarity.
“I didn’t want to say anything in front of your guy, but I’m wondering, how long does it take to scan a book and get it into electronic format?” Abe asked, once their food arrived.
“It’s not that hard, although, depending on the number of pages, it can be time consuming – so the answer is: depends on the size of the document. But it’s not complicated. Why?” Michael wasn’t sure where this was going.
“Well, I printed a copy of the manuscript last night before I left – to read at home – so I have almost 400 pages I’m only partially through. I’d like to get it onto disk. I’ve seen too many coffee spills, lost pages, and fires in my day,” Abe explained.
Christ. How did guys like Abe survive in the modern world without being able to wield technology? And yet Michael knew that much of the publishing business still ran on hard copy, with progress towards automation fought literally to the last breath. Only in the last few years would agents even accept electronic submissions. It was wild, but that was the industry – one of the last of the dinosaurs.
“If you like, I can have it scanned for you this afternoon and drop it by later,” Michael offered.
“That would be great – we don’t have a scanner…well, I did have one but couldn’t get it to work. Hopefully, it won’t be necessary and we can recover the e-mail, but I’ll take you up on it if we can’t.” Abe paused. “Michael, it’s potentially a very important book, if the claims can be verified. I have to tell you I got shivers when I was reading last night. I just don’t like that it came in anonymously and unsolicited. It’s a little creepy, although it could just be the writer injecting some melodrama to get my attention,” Abe admitted.
“Come on, Abe. With the internet, there are no secrets any more. How inflammatory could it possibly be?” Michael asked. Abe had piqued his curiosity.
“Trust me. If this isn’t a work of fiction and it turns out to be true, this is a game-changer for a lot of entities, including the government. It would be bigger than anything we’ve seen during our lifetimes, and I’m not given to hyperbole or exaggeration. I called some high-level people this morning and put out feelers, but I have to tell you that the message going missing has me on edge,” Abe confided.
“Well, then let’s go recover it. Sounds like you got yourself a once-in-a-career exclusive there, so let’s figure out what happened. Worst case, I scan it for you and return it, stat,” Michael said.
Abe flagged the kid with the attitude and asked for the bill. He paid the tab, and they went back upstairs to see what progress had been made.
When they entered Abe’s office Koshi looked glum.
“I don’t know what to tell you. I checked everything it could reasonably be, including viruses, worms, spyware, or Trojan horses, and there’s nothing. Basically, what you’re describing couldn’t happen, unless the e-mail server at the service provider selectively deleted just that e-mail, which is extremely, extremely unlikely,” Koshi reported.
“What do you think, then? Abe saw the e-mail and read it, so how could that one e-mail simply disappear?” Michael asked.
“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. This kind of thing just doesn’t happen. Maybe you lose a whole chunk of data, but not just one message - I mean, I suppose it could actually happen, but not accidentally,” Koshi observed.
“What are you getting at?” Abe demanded.
“Look, a high-grade hacker might be able to accomplish the removal of a single e-mail from a server, but with all the security in place these days, we’d be talking government-level capabilities. And I highly doubt that even the government could do it,” Koshi explained.
Abe and Michael exchanged glances.
“I’ll keep drilling down on this if you want from my home system, but there isn’t anything more I can do here. Your system’s clean, the firewall is in place, your virus protection’s up. So you’re good to go,” Koshi said.
Michael frowned. “Let me ask one more question. If I read an attachment or printed something, wouldn’t that leave a trail or record on the computer? Couldn’t you find it that way, just for conversation?” Michael was asking more for Abe’s benefit. He already knew the answer.
Koshi looked at him oddly. “Well, yeah, but I already scanned the system to see if anything’s there, and the short answer is, there isn’t.”
“But I–” Abe started.
“Thanks, Koshi. Yes, please keep on this and see if you can figure out what happened, or how someone could have selectively deleted a file from his service provider,” Michael instructed.
“Oh…it’s way weirder than that. He’s using Securemail.com, which uses 128-bit military-grade encryption – which is why I’m so sure even a very high-level hacker couldn’t have done this.”
Michael’s jaw clenched as he swiveled and regarded Abe.
The old man shrugged. “That’s whatever my technology guy recommended when he set up the network. I told him I wanted the safest possible system for my communications, and that’s what he came up with. Apparently, it’s not so safe…” Abe mused.
“No, he was right, it’s bulletproof. That’s why what you’re describing isn’t possible. Which is what makes it a mystery,” Koshi quipped.
Michael shot him a warning glance. “Okay, thanks again, Koshi. Let me know if you come up with anything else.”
Koshi left Michael and Abe to mull over the findings. Michael’s mind raced over the possible scenarios, and he didn’t like any of them.
“How’s security in the building at night?” Michael asked.
“Never had a break-in or any problems. I mean, Michael, please, it’s not like we have gold bullion stored here, you know? A lot of this stuff I’d need to pay someone to haul away…” he reflected.
Michael gestured to the outer office area with his head and accompanied Abe to the small foyer at the literary agency’s entrance.
“I’ll tell you what, Abe. I’m going to go finish up my job today, and then I want to come over and do a sweep of the office, make sure you’re clean. Remember, this is what I do for a living – and I’ve seen a lot of dirty tricks from competitor companies over the years. I specialize in this kind of security, and if you’ve never had it done, you’re long overdue,” Michael advised.
“Look, Michael, the book business isn’t like that,” Abe protested.
“Yeah. I know. It never is. Tell you what, just for you I’ll do a quick sweep in return for you continuing to prod me along on my book. Keep at me, and I’ll stop in later and ensure your lines are clean, okay? It’s a quick process, no big deal. And it can’t hurt, given all the mysteries so far today, right?” Michael offered.
“Okay. Done deal. But I still think there’s a simple explanation for all this,” Abe reasoned.
“I know. So let me get going, I’ll deal with this for you.” Michael nodded at the satchel with the manuscript in it, still dangling from Abe’s hand. “I’ll see you in a few hours, maybe around six.”
“I’ll be here,” Abe said.
“It’s a date.”
Michael took the satchel from Abe and exited the offices. Once the door was closed, he paused, studying the area around the lock and the jamb, inspecting for any telltale scrapes or abrasions. He saw no evidence of any, but that was inconclusive.
A big part of what Michael did involved being paranoid about everything so his clients could sleep easily. When unexplained potential security breaches popped up on a routine gig, alarms naturally went off in his head – it was just the way he was wired. Koshi was as good as they came, so if he couldn’t figure out what happened, it could be that Abe had a real problem on his hands, even if he didn’t realize it yet.
Michael was beginning to feel a familiar tingling sensation, which was never good. He’d learned there was generally no such thing as coincidence, and that mysteries which couldn’t be easily explained usually warranted caution.
And his tingle was resonating in an alarming manner.
 
 
 


Chapter 3
 
 
Michael spent the remainder of the afternoon at his apartment scanning the manuscript for Abe, while trying to arrange the handoff of the Turkish delegation to Aldous – which didn’t go as he would have liked. They wanted a night on the town, complete with security, so he was going to be on deck with them from when their meetings ended until at least eleven in the evening.
Circumstances having conspired against him, Michael called Abe apologetically, and they deferred the electronics sweep to the following morning at ten. Abe was appreciative and understanding – Hey, it happened. See you tomorrow; don’t stay out too late.
Michael hardly had time to glance at the manuscript as he juggled the cumbersome task of manually scanning each page with making his telephone calls – though his native curiosity had been aroused by Abe’s description of the contents. Abe would let him peek at it once it became apparent his office was clean and there was no scheme to censor his e-mail. If so, super – and if not, also fine by Michael. Hell, he didn’t even have time to write his own masterpiece let alone pore through someone else’s. Still, a part of him was intrigued, which was one of the reasons he’d offered to scan the doc and give the office the once-over.
Finally finished at five p.m., he compressed the document and copied the file to a flash drive for Abe and then put it on his keychain – that way he wouldn’t lose it. It stood to be a late one, so Michael grabbed a couple of energy bars and guzzled a bottle of orange juice before leaving the apartment to keep New York safe from the Turks – or perhaps it was the other way around.
He talked to Jim, his electronics security contractor, and they agreed to meet at Abe’s building the following morning. Michael explained that it would be a quick one, as it was just Abe’s small office and a few cubicles and reception area. He also made a mental note to touch base with Abe’s tech guy to get a feeling for his acumen and background.
Which reminded him to call Koshi.
“What do you really think happened to the e-mail, Koshi? I mean, can you think of any scenario that doesn’t involve voodoo or internet Gestapo?” Michael asked.
“Yeah, the most likely is that he accessed his e-mail account from another computer at some point and it stored his password or had spyware on it. Or someone knows the password because he told them, and he forgot he did. That happens as you get older, I hear...” Koshi’s jab was obvious, but Michael ignored it.
“But then why delete only that e-mail?”
“Dude, you don’t really know what else is missing at this point. You just know that he noticed that one is gone and freaked. He could have a third of his logs wiped and I get the feeling he’d never register it. I really wouldn’t want to go down the alternative theory road. It’s a little far-fetched, and frankly kinda nutty – ninjas stole my best seller?”
Koshi was right.
“It does seem odd, doesn’t it?” Michael agreed.
“Look, here’s what we know. There’s an older gentleman, very nice, but still, older, who’s insisting that the spirits stole his e-mail. On the one hand, we have military-grade encryption, complete lack of any realistic explanation, and a universe of alternative theories – maybe his tech consultant logged his password or maybe it’s just not that tough to guess for someone close to him, for example. On the other hand, we have insistence it’s none of those, and that only this one e-mail is missing. Somehow, this is way more complicated than anything I’ve ever seen.” Koshi paused, allowing the silence to underscore his point.
“I know, I know…” Michael agreed.
“Where would you put your money, if you were a betting man?” Koshi asked.
“Okay then, don’t waste a ton of time on this, but do probe around and see if you can find any holes in his security, just to be thorough. We’ll run a check on his office tomorrow, and assuming that comes up clean, we’ll spare him any embarrassment and this will remain one of life’s unsolved mysteries,” Michael concluded.
That seemed the best approach. And that’s why it paid to keep a level head and maintain perspective instead of buying into the client’s possibly distorted view, and also why Michael was willing to tolerate Koshi’s eccentricities and sometimes brusque attitude. Though his tingle still jangled under the surface.
 
********
 
It had been a long day, and Abe felt every day of his sixty-eight years. Sometimes the business could wear you down, what with the egos involved and the sheer volume of tasks that required his attention when things got jumping.
Mona poked her head in as she shut off the main lights in the outer offices. “You going to stick around a while, or want to walk me out?” she inquired.
Abe considered the proposition. Given all the excitement today, he figured he’d keep normal hours for once and get home at a reasonable hour; maybe play with his two fur-balls some and get to bed early.
“I think I’m going to call it a day too, Mona. I’m right behind you,” Abe told her.
They parted ways at the curb, he to catch a cab and Mona to ride the subway.
Abe lived in a six room walkup flat on the upper West Side a few blocks off Central Park, in a comfortable but not ostentatious building. He’d lived there with his wife Anne for twenty-eight years before she passed on, having lost a battle with spinal meningitis three years earlier. They’d tried for kids, but it was never meant to be, so they’d adopted the two Yorkies – the little rats, as Abe fondly dubbed them – and had a good, if all-too-short life together. His only regret was not spending more time with her while she was alive. At first, it was because he was making a name for himself in a tough, competitive business and building his client roster and reputation. Later, it was because the workload and obligations of operating a successful enterprise had taken over so much of his life.
If he’d known how quickly the years would flit by, and how precious their moments together were, he would have done things a lot differently, that was for sure. But nobody gave you the final pages to how your life would turn out, and those were the breaks – you had to play them as they came.
Still, at nearly four years after her passing, it was days like today he missed coming home to her, missed their partnership and the intimacy of a lifetime’s history together, even if it just amounted to sitting and having a quiet dinner at home with ‘the kids’ and opening a bottle of decent Chianti. Abe had lost his soul-mate and, from that point on, his life would be filled with books and work – he had no appetite for anyone but Anne, and now she was gone, he would remain one of the genteel aged widowers who acknowledged one another as they walked their various pooches around the block every morning and evening. He told himself it wasn’t so bad.
Mostly.
The cab pulled up to his building. He paid and got out. Taxis were one of the few luxuries he allowed himself; he really wasn’t much of a people-person, preferring books to flesh and blood, and the subways made his skin crawl. Ever since he’d made some real money, cabs were one of his dizzy extravagances – he rationalized that he could get work done on the way to and from his office if he wasn’t on the train, so it was really an investment in his career.
When he opened his front door the two dogs, Timmy and Congo, came running across the hardwood floor, excited that Daddy was home. This was one of Abe’s favorite moments, when the two little bundles of unconditional love joyously greeted him as though he was the center of the universe. He’d always given Anne a razzing about the dogs, mocking their small size and anemic barks, but now she was gone they were all he had for a family, and as a reminder of their life together – he’d grown to adore them.
He puttered around the house, busying himself with feeding them dinner and attempting, in vain, to bring some semblance of order to the kitchen. After eating some re-heated spaghetti from the previous night, he leashed them up for their evening constitutional. This was the brightest point of their canine existences, twenty minutes of pure dog heaven as they roamed around the street, and often, along the park for a block or three before returning home.
Abe double locked the front door of his flat, as he always did, and set out for his walk. It was dark by this hour in early autumn, but there were still occasional pedestrians hurrying home or to wherever, so he had plenty of company.
He nodded at an older woman who always walked her schnauzer around the same time as he did every night. She returned the courtesy. Amazing that after seven years of walking the little beasts and passing each other almost every night, they’d never actually spoken a word, preferring to limit their interactions to a modest head gesture.
What a town.
Their necessities accommodated, the unlikely trio returned to their building, Abe absently wondering at the teeming hordes of people in the city, most living as complete strangers from one another, pelting through their lives at breakneck speed, racing towards a destination that was as certain as Pythagoras’ theorem while oblivious to their fellow travelers – except as conveniences or annoyances. He supposed he was waxing philosophical because of the revelations in the manuscript, and the questions they naturally raised about his core beliefs in everything; including mankind’s future as a species.
The thing would outsell Harry-Fucking-Potter if it was verifiably true.
Abe had a nose for these things.
He opened his front door and the dogs went crazy, tearing down the entry hall and barking like a cat party was being held in the dining room.
Something hit him in the kidneys and he found himself falling face-forward onto the floor, his arms oddly useless and his legs unable to support him. He registered the door closing behind him, and then a figure in a Planet of the Apes mask standing over him.
The pain hit a split second later. His jaw shot lightning bolts of agony through his head, and his left arm throbbed like he’d dislocated it. He barely noticed that his pants were soaked, his bladder having failed. Abe struggled to breathe, but it was as though his rib cage was in a vice that had compressed his lungs to the point where there was no room for expansion. His back felt like a car had hit him.
Tiny dots swirled on the periphery of his vision as the pain coursed through his entire being, before slowly receding until all that remained was a sensation of drifting off to sleep.
Abe’s last thought was that the books had it all wrong.
 
********
 
“A fucking heart attack? You’re kidding me, right?” Sid hissed into the phone.
“Sir, it was instantaneous. I’d say he was dead within seconds of our arrival. There was nothing we could do,” said a detached, calm voice with a slight southern drawl.
“And no information? Nothing?”
“He never made a sound, and we never got a chance to ask him anything. Again, it happened so suddenly it took us all by surprise. The best we could do was sanitize the area and verify there was nothing incriminating. The bad news is there was no sign of the document,” the voice reported.
“We have to find out what he did with it, or who he gave it to. We know he printed at least some of it – so what’s the plan to figure out how to move from here?” Sid asked.
The situation report from that morning had verified that the printer queue had contained instructions to print the attachment, or part of it, before they’d neutralized it along with the communication.
“This is a dead end,” the voice said.
Sid wondered if the man was trying to be amusing. His sense of humor wasn’t in the best shape tonight.
The voice continued. “As I see it, we’ve got two choices, neither of which I particularly recommend over the other. We can either move to the next level of his work circle and try to shake something loose, or we can monitor chatter and wait to see what presents itself,” the voice advised. “The first option could get very messy, and there’s no guarantee anyone was exposed, so it could also be pointless. And there’s a slim likelihood that an entire firm meeting with untimely demises would arouse interest, should anybody later come forward and expose the document.”
“You can’t allow that to happen,” Sid snarled.
“I understand. I do need direction, though. Which option would you like us to explore?”
Sid considered the situation for a few moments, then made his decision.
“I think you need to shake some trees and see what falls out,” Sid advised.
“10-4, sir. I’ll alert you when we have something to report.”
After terminating the call, Sid paced in front of his desk, his footsteps thudding on the hardwood floor. What a nightmare. His team had tremendous resources, and yet they couldn’t neutralize something as simple as a few pages in some geriatric’s inbox.
He ran scenarios, slowing his redlining thoughts until the fuzzy outline of a plan took shape. It wasn’t a great plan by any means, but it was better than nothing.
Sid hit redial, and issued instructions.
It was going to be a long evening.
 
 
 


Chapter 4
 
 
Michael had a headache. He’d woken with one, due to a late night watching over the frisky Turkish execs as they demonstrated that they knew how to party, Istanbul style.
Mornings like these, it helped to remind himself that he was being paid handsomely for his services, even if those often amounted to strip club recommendations and door opening. In recent years, his business had shifted away from corporate security and countermeasures to private security; a move that was less a matter of Michael’s choice than a function of companies downsizing in the difficult financial environment. He didn’t really mind, although it got tiring when dealing with out-of-town adult males whose idea of a hoot was to behave like drunk freshmen at a frat party.
He went through his morning ritual, doing forty-five minutes of running on his treadmill and then a half hour of weights and push ups. Exercise had become habitual during his years in the military, and he forced himself to get up early and ‘do the drill’, as he thought of it.
The years had been kind to his naturally athletic build – good genes trumping good intentions every time. He looked something like an ex-jock or a minor-league athlete, which was partially true. There had been dreams of playing baseball in his youth, and he was good, but there was a distinction between being school-good and being pro-good.
Life had shown him the difference.
Michael chose to wear dark blue suits, nothing ostentatious or memorable, but rather conservatively-cut and business-like. He thought of these suits as his uniforms – he was more a sweats and baseball hat kind of guy, but that wasn’t what paying clients wanted to see. His concealed weapons permit added weight to his standing as a pro; they were virtually impossible to obtain for New York City – unless you had friends on the force and in City Hall, both of which Michael did. The cops typically frowned on chaps wandering the streets toting Glock 17s in the Big Apple. His CCW was rarer than hens’ teeth, and he’d had to call in a lot of favors to get it, although he had yet to be in a situation where he actually had to draw his weapon.
Michael had arranged for one of his regular freelancers to play escort for the Turks this morning so he could devote a solid hour or so to Abe. He took the subway downtown and met his electronics specialist, Jim Rolloway, at the front door of the office building. As they rode up in the elevator, Michael wondered how often the contraption was serviced; it really did sound like it was on its last legs. Or maybe it was just him. Jim didn’t seem to notice the jerking and lurching.
They entered Abe’s offices at precisely ten and were greeted with shocked stares from the staff, two of whom were wiping away tears.
Mona approached him, clutching a tissue to her chest. “Mr. Derrigan. I’m so sorry. I should have called and told you not to bother coming in…”
“What’s wrong? Why not?”
“It’s Abe. They found him this morning at his house…he…he passed away. He had a heart attack last night. His neighbor called at nine to let us know – the dogs were howling from about two in the morning, and she called the police when they didn’t stop.”
“I’m…I’m so sorry.” Michael didn’t know what else to say. “Mona, wasn’t it?” Michael offered, somewhat lamely.
She sniffed. “Yes…that’s right…”
“It’s a terrible loss,” Michael said, instantly regretting how clichéd and inadequate it sounded.
“He was a great man,” Mona declared with sincerity.
It was unarguable that she was right. Abe was a legend, with an unwavering sense of talent vindicated by his track record and reputation. It was one of the reasons that Michael had been so excited when his first few chapters had received a validation from Abe – that was as good as it got when having your raw talent vindicated.
Michael gathered his thoughts. “Mona, this is a tragic day. I mean that sincerely. I want to cause as little disruption as possible, so I’m just going to fulfill my commitment and finish the scan of the office I promised, and then we’ll be out of here. Jim, just do a quick sweep of Abe’s room, and I think we’re done,” Michael said, motioning to Abe’s door.
Jim nodded and entered Abe’s office, closing the door behind him.
“Did Abe have any kids, Mona? Is there family to contact?” Michael asked.
“No…his wife passed a few years back…no children…” Mona was clearly distraught, so Michael left her to her thoughts.
Poor old Abe. Nicest guy in the world, and bam, his ticker gives out and one too many slices of cheesecake shuts him down. Michael resolved to intensify his workouts and actually pay attention to what he ate. And increase his red wine intake.
He absently toyed with the flap of Abe’s satchel, still clutched in his left hand.
That’s right - the manuscript’s still in there.
Given the circumstances, the document wasn’t an issue any more. Even if Abe had thought that it was the biggest hit he would ever see, Abe had now gone to a better place, and the mystery author would have to try his pitch elsewhere. It wasn’t Michael’s problem.
Jim took ten minutes in Abe’s office and then moved to check the central switchboard lines in the reception area. After a few more minutes rooting around the junction, he nodded at Michael – he was done.
Michael again expressed his condolences to Mona, and the two men quietly departed, leaving the staff to grieve in peace.
“That was wild. The joint was hot as a stove,” Jim reported, as they waited for the elevator.
What? Michael gritted his teeth, and said nothing until they were in the downstairs lobby.
I knew it, he thought. “What did you find?” Michael asked.
“His lines were tapped, and there was some extraordinarily sophisticated equipment in his electric socket,” Jim told him. “And Michael, I don’t know what this guy was into, but I’m not talking about commercial gear. This is stuff you don’t see outside of special ops,” Jim cautioned.
“Jesus,” Michael said, mind working furiously.
“I can do a removal if you want,” Jim offered.
Standard operating procedure was to leave anything you found in place until you developed a strategy with the client of how to deal with the threat. Knowing someone had bugged you was valuable; you could use the equipment to plant red herrings and false stories, or you could extract the equipment and install countermeasures – and beef up your security.
Michael considered it. “No, I think we’re done. The client’s dead, so the contract expired with him.” He needed time to work out what the hell was going on and wanted to limit Jim’s involvement to strictly what he needed to know. Best to get him out of this now.
“Okay, boss. I’ll send you the bill. Give me a holler when you need something else.”
They shook hands and parted ways.
Michael exited the building and looked at his watch. He was now in full alert mode. His eyes surreptitiously scanned the surroundings, sector by sector. Mostly pedestrian traffic, a few loiterers, and a street full of parked and moving cars, some occupied, some not. No giveaway antennas on any of them. A few cargo vans double-parked, but no way of knowing what was going on inside them.
The hair on the nape of his neck was prickling, which generally meant he was being watched. It was like a sixth sense. Some primitive part of the brain processed all available data and concluded observation was taking place.
All right.
Michael walked down the block to the subway station and passed through the turnstiles. He wanted to buy time to work out what was going on. Why would Abe have this kind of surveillance focused on him? Though he hadn’t sensed anyone watching them during lunch.
What had Abe gotten himself involved in?
The information about the office being bugged with serious hardware changed everything. Koshi’s glib dismissal of the e-mail deletion suddenly seemed glaringly wrong. The whole situation had veered from a benign mystery to something far more ominous.
And now Abe was dead. Telling no tales.
Michael didn’t like where his train of thought was leading, but he’d long ago learned to trust himself on these things. What did they actually know? Abe had gotten an e-mail from an unknown source to a confidential, encrypted and highly-secure address. Attached to it was a manuscript Abe was convinced could be the most explosive and important book of his career.
What was it he’d said? Something about bigger than anything he’d ever seen, and potentially catastrophic for powerful interests? Okay. So Abe was the only guy who’d seen it and had bought the farm within thirty hours of it disappearing without a trace, in a manner Koshi described as impossible – and Koshi was as good as it got, if you forgave his dress-sense.
And now, it transpired, the office was infested with Star Wars-level eavesdropping gear and likely a pro team doing surveillance.
He did the equation. It didn’t look positive.
The document that was presumably behind all of this had only been seen by one other person; and that person’s prints were now all over the office.
Best of all, that person also had the manuscript hanging from his key chain and in his dead client’s briefcase, still dangling from his now clammy hand.
This wasn’t good.
He boarded the uptown train to his apartment. The day had just gotten complicated.
 
********
 
Koshi padded across his polished concrete floor, a colorfully labeled plastic bottle of liquid yogurt in one hand and a bag of rice chips in the other. He wasn’t a big eater, but he liked to nibble as he worked, and the chips were addictive. He sat down at his workstation and spread his snack out in front of him – the yogurt, chips, and a can of root beer. The quintessential geek diet.
He went through his various e-mail accounts out of routine and responded to the comments and inquiries he’d received, fielding a few questions from prospective clients with terse, economically-worded missives. Koshi was relatively infamous in the hacking community, so he didn’t have to be diplomatic with those who required his services. That was one of the things he liked about the gig – he could be meaner than a pit viper if it suited his mood, but if you needed his particular skill-set, you needed it, and would put up with whatever he was dishing out.
Koshi leaned over and punched a button on the stereo. Deep house music filled the room. He’d always found it way easier to think if his ears were filled with sound, especially if he was doing something computer-related. He was odd that way – some of his buddies couldn’t stand any noise or disruption when they were coding, and yet he needed it loud and hard to get anything of significance done.
Returning his attention to the problem at hand, he methodically went through all the standard protocols to hack Abe’s office. Part of the secret to being good was embracing flashes of intuitive brilliance, but more often it was just persistence and logic. He always loved the TV portrayals of hackers in front of elaborate screens with complex graphics and flashing strings of code. What bullshit. If only it were really like that…
Koshi spent several hours trying to break into Abe’s network, with no success. There were no backdoors he could detect, no weaknesses to be exploited. He tried all the usual tricks, and then switched to some proprietary approaches he’d invented on his own, but there was no pressure point he could leverage. Koshi had a lot of his ego invested in being one of the best in the business, and if he couldn’t get into an office LAN then there probably wasn’t anyone who could. The network was as ironclad as they came. So that was a non-starter.
He turned his focus to getting in from the other end, namely via the e-mail servers. Koshi had written several programs that would venture thousands of gambits per second – but no go on that, either. It didn’t surprise him, given the level of encryption the e-mail provider employed, but it never hurt to try, and sometimes you got lucky. After a half hour of no success, he discontinued his mini-assault and put his feet up on the desk. There was no way any hacker could have gotten in that he knew of.
There had long been rumors of backdoors on encrypted e-mail servers left in place for government access, however, there was no way to verify whether the rumors were true – the e-mail companies insisted there were none, and the government wasn’t talking.
Koshi viewed the insistence that everything was above-board with a highly skeptical eye, given that people routinely lied, early and often. But he’d never actually met anyone with that kind of backdoor access, and no coders had stepped forward to confirm that they’d written them in, so the stories remained rumors. Koshi just assumed they were probably true, because, if he could dictate terms, he would have forced the providers to put them in – legal and ethical or not.
Now that he had run through his bag of tricks, he was at a standstill. He supposed he could contact his web-based network of hackers to see if anyone else could take on the project to penetrate the server, but it would be expensive, likely fruitless, and take a lot of time – if it was even possible to do. He suspected it would be a big fat waste.
His cell rang.
Koshi picked up. “Speak…”
“Koshi. Listen up,” Michael said, “and don’t talk…please. We swept Abe’s office and it was a hot zone. Very high-end, as in non-commercial. And I think the place is under visual surveillance, so we can assume there’s serious weight behind it.”
“Holy crap, Batman…” Koshi exclaimed.
“It gets worse. Abe’s dead. Heart attack, or at least purported heart attack…”
Koshi digested that. “You don’t buy it?”
“I buy that a document so sensitive it was removed from encrypted servers within hours, and which brought in CIA-level hardware placement and a surv team, could be worth going after civilians to contain,” Michael declared. “You want to bet your life on it?”
“That’s just so…I mean, shit like that doesn’t happen,” Koshi protested.
“Again – Koshi, shut up long enough to hear what I’m saying. When I was in the service there were guys who made us look like featherweights – hard as coffin nails. You know what the SEAL program is, so you know I’m not easily impressed…but these guys would fly into a fire zone, disappear for a day or two, and then show back up with the odd scrape or bullet wound and be flown out. They never spoke to anyone. And they weren’t there to do the dishes,” Michael recounted.
“But–”
“I’m trying to tell you there are a lot of things going on that civilians don’t know about. Look, you know I had a classified tag, so you’ll just have to trust me that the world’s an ugly place if you get sideways of the wrong people.”
Koshi finally got it. “So this is bad.”
“It’s really bad…potentially. If someone gets in tonight and goes over the office, they’re going to find your prints all over the keyboard and desk, as well as mine on a bunch of Abe’s stuff. Let’s just assume they can access enforcement databases if they can take e-mails off encrypted servers like it was nothing, okay? Then they want to chitty-chat with you, and me.” Michael breathed in for a beat. “I’m not so sure I want to be on the receiving end of that discussion,” he concluded.
Koshi took a half minute to process the ramifications. “Is there any way you could have gotten this wrong?”
“Only if this is one bastard of a dream and the alarm clock’s about to go off.” Michael stopped, and drew a deep breath. “Koshi. You’ve known me for a long time, and I’m saying as clearly as I can that it’s time to get worried.”
Michael didn’t want to be alarmist, but he wanted Koshi to understand that this wasn’t their usual nine-to-five corporate espionage stuff. He didn’t know how big a deal whatever he was carrying around with him was, but he figured it couldn’t hurt to exercise a little prudence.
“Koshi. We’ve known each other a long time. Have I ever called you like this before? Ever?” Michael paused to collect his thoughts. “We’re in something way out of our league here. This isn’t a drill. Spy-level eavesdropping equipment, military-grade encryption hacking…I’m not sure what Abe was into, but I’m going to lay low until I find out,” Michael concluded. He needed a safe place to spend a few hours reading Abe’s manuscript so he could figure out what exactly they were dealing with. Until then, he’d assume the worst.
The line went silent; seconds followed seconds and stretched into a chasm.
Koshi broke the silence. “All right. I’ll play along. Let’s assume there are serious bad guys who were all over Abe, and maybe they even helped him to the afterlife. All we’ve done is routine security work. You think it’s a good idea to go to ground for a while? Fine. Do what you have to do. I’ll call you later with a web address and a password so we can communicate online outside our usual accounts. Best if we assume the whole world’s watching our normal channels. Use an IP mask at all times when accessing it, as well as when you’re doing anything online. It’ll slow you down a little, but so does a Kevlar vest,” Koshi reflected.
Good old Koshi. Always level-headed and pragmatic. Michael was glad he was on his side.
“Okay. I’ll check in later, maybe around dinner time. I’m going to have my hands full till then,” Michael explained. “I’m sorry I got you into whatever this is.”
“Yeah, you don’t pay me nearly enough. Your rate just skyrocketed…”
Michael chuckled humorlessly. “I don’t blame you.”
“Watch your ass,” Koshi advised.
“You too.”
 
********
 
Michael approached his building cautiously, hyper-aware of everything in his periphery yet without telegraphing as much. He didn’t spot any of the telltale giveaways of surveillance. It was probably the office that was the draw, and no connection to Michael had been made.
Yet.
He whistled as he climbed the steps to his building’s façade and unlocked the front door, taking his time to ensure he was alone. There were no obvious threats, so he mounted the stairs to his third floor apartment, taking a few moments to study his locks for any signs of tampering before entering. They looked fine.
Once inside, he worked quickly. First, he filled a black duffle bag with some clothes and his shaving kit. Next, he went to his bookcase and removed the lower row of books, revealing a panel that was invisible to the eye unless you knew it was there. He pressed one end and raised the panel from the base, setting it on the floor next to the books. Below was a floor-mounted safe recessed into the concrete slab. He spun the dial the correct number of digits and opened it.
Reaching into the tight dark space, Michael carefully extracted several small bundles, which he packed into Abe’s bag. After confirming the safe was empty, he closed the door, spun the dial, and returned the panel and the books to their original position before moving to the bedroom. He hurriedly stripped off his blue suit and donned a pair of jeans, a hooded sweatshirt, and a baseball hat. Surveying his closet, he decided to forego his suits in favor of jeans and cargo shorts. He emptied several drawers into his duffel, then returned to the living room.
His glanced at his laptop. He methodically powered it down and packed it into Abe’s satchel.
Done. Twelve minutes. At least he hadn’t lost his edge.
Setting the duffle and Abe’s bag by the front door, he opened the hall side-table drawer and removed two keys and an extra ammunition clip for his Glock. No need to check the gun. He knew the magazine was full.
Finished, he did a final scan of the apartment, checking his mental inventory to ensure he hadn’t forgotten anything. No, that was it. He went to his windows and peered out, scanning the street below for hostiles. Nothing. Michael took one last look around the apartment and glanced back to the street below. Everything looked clean.
Time to make the move.
Confident he had everything he needed, he shouldered the duffle and grabbed the satchel, taking care to double lock the door behind him.
As he exited the building, he pretended to be talking on his cell phone, looking around absently while engaged in a virtual discussion.
Still no sense of surveillance. That was good.
Michael made his way down the block at a leisurely pace, looking for all the world like just another one of the city’s struggling worker drones. At the intersection, he appeared undecided, and then choosing a direction, turned a corner and quietly disappeared.
 
 
 


Chapter 5
 
 
The tranquility of the lush jungle was interrupted by a Land Rover bounding down the dirt track. Birds abandoned their perches and took to the air, alert to any threat the heavy motorized vehicle might present. Four men sat inside, silent as they lurched through the verdant tangle.
The humidity hung heavy and oppressive. It was autumn, the rainy season, which, while nourishing for the foliage, made it miserable for humans unaccustomed to the combination of heat and moisture and pressure. The weather was one of the primary reasons most of Colombia’s population didn’t live in the rural areas, other than the violent gangs of armed predators.
As they rounded a long bend in the trail, the driver fired a staccato burst of Spanish into a two way radio. Several hundred yards ahead, two figures armed with Kalashnikov rifles waved at them as three more struggled to remove the makeshift roadblock, composed of tree trunks, that lay across the path. These were members of the ELN: the National Liberation Army of Colombia – an armed rebel group, operating in the jungles since the mid-sixties, that funded its activities by protecting the cocaine trade in the region, as well as with kidnapping, extortion, murder-for-hire, and other criminal enterprises.
Most of the world’s cocaine was now produced in Colombia, where the crops from Peru, Bolivia and the southern part of Colombia were processed in field labs like the one the vehicle approached. Regional farmers in Peru and Colombia harvested Coca leaves and created a sludge they sold to the narcotraficantes, who further refined the crude paste into blocks of pure cocaine. The annual revenues of the trade were in the neighborhood of a hundred billion dollars a year, putting it in the same class as the GDP of many prosperous countries.
The largest consumer of illegal drugs has always been the United States, which ironically also has some of the toughest anti-drug laws of any ‘first world’ country. Illegal in the U.S. since 1914, when stories of attacks on white women – all the rage in the popular media of the day – were attributed to the cocaine-crazed Negro brain. Cocaine became a wildly profitable substance to traffic in when President Richard Nixon declared his war on drugs with the passage of the Controlled Substance Act in 1970 – instantly boosting the selling price and the profit margins associated with every aspect of production and distribution.
This converted a cottage industry into a massively lucrative enterprise for any group with the wherewithal to import the drug into the U.S., which led to the ascension of cartels operated by ruthless leaders who industrialized production – leading to massive increases in supply. Coke’s popularity during the disco craze of the 1970s through to the present day club scene ensured trillions of dollars of profit for its distributors over the intervening forty years. And the windfall cash deluge showed no signs of abating; even as U.S. demand dropped over the prior five years, new markets in Europe and the former Eastern Block, as well as in Asia, had stepped in to sop up supply.
A group of heavily-armed men approached the stationary vehicle and signaled for the passengers to step out. They complied in turn and, after a brief frisking, the three new arrivals entered the small hut that acted as the offices for the camouflaged drug lab. Inside, several older Latin men in jungle fatigues were seated in collapsible field chairs at an improvised meeting table consisting of a piece of plywood atop several milk crates.
An animated discussion ensued as the three visitors proceeded to negotiate for a bulk purchase of five hundred kilos, delivered within two weeks, possession to be exchanged near the Pacific coast port of Buenaventura. Two of the buyers were members of the Russian Mafiya, who were intent upon expanding their reach from distribution in cities on the East Coast to direct importation from Colombia. Profits would jump astronomically if they bought from the lab at roughly three thousand dollars a kilo instead of at thirty thousand dollars a kilo wholesale in the U.S., so it was worth risking a trip to the source to hammer out a deal.
The nearly ten-fold profit differential had brought them into the jungle. After an hour of back and forth, they reached an arrangement whereby the Russians would supply technical advice, supervision and blueprints for the construction of several fiberglass submarines capable of reaching the coast of Mexico completely submerged and virtually undetectable. The subs would be built by their new Colombian associates and equipped with advanced electronics and climate control for the week-long voyage.
The third member of the visiting group spoke fluent Russian as well as Spanish. He acted as the translator and go-between for the two Russian buyers. He was American, and carried himself with a military bearing, in spite of the civilian clothes and longish hair. Normally, anyone looking to buy large quantities of cocaine would have disappeared forever in the rural Colombian backlands but with this escort, the Russians were assured of protection during their foray.
A deal in principal being finally arrived at and agreed to by all parties, the four wheel drive vehicle returned to Bogota with its passengers, another transaction successfully concluded with the minimum of fuss. The production and distribution businesses were becoming fragmented of late, and so it was necessary to negotiate separate arrangements with multiple groups in order to ensure a reasonably consistent supply – unlike the early years, when the trade was dominated by one or two centrally-directed cartels. The new drug supply model had morphed the industry into smaller, decentralized cells that were relatively autonomous.
The American was critical to those groups because he, and a few others, acted as the manufacturers’ representatives, taking a healthy percentage out of each transaction while avoiding the risks of engaging in the actual trafficking.
Although scattered, the business was now more efficient than ever, having evolved into specialized units of manufacturing, shipping, and distribution, with the latter two being increasingly outsourced to Mexican, and now Russian, syndicates in return for a larger sale price in Colombia. Specialization had reduced the risk to any of the separate functions, and as the industry had matured, expected confiscations by law enforcement agencies were anticipated and factored into the profit and loss projections. Gone were the cowboys of the Escobar days – that phase had ended when the 1980s had drawn to a close. Now, cocaine production was as efficient as any mature, multi-billion dollar per year business.
True, there were turf wars along the distribution channel in Mexico but the product always made it through regardless of disputes, which were invariably about territories and trafficking rights. These were settled in a violent manner, which drew unwanted attention to the trade – but at the end of the day, the cocaine profit was essential to the economies of most of the countries that produced and shipped it.
The heads of the military and police chartered with stopping the trade were often also those who benefited the most from it. So the idea that it could be quashed with more soldiers or police was naïve – it was like trying to drink yourself sober, and had been a resounding failure since it first became the tactic of choice in the nations that sat in the trafficking routes between Colombia and the United States.
 
********
 
Three cats purred and rubbed around Mona’s legs, trying to comfort her in her moment of grief. The animals were empathic, could sense the pain radiating from her countenance as she sat in her small apartment and sobbed for her lost employer. She’d been with him for over twenty years, which was the majority of her adult life. Now, she was on her own, adrift in a world of uncertainty, with limited prospects and a skill-set of dubious utility.
The publishing business had been undergoing a shift brought about by eReaders supplanting paper books, which had translated into slimmer margins for the publishers. Literary agents of the old school were becoming obsolete. Not because their skillsets weren’t valuable or required, but rather because an increasing number of established authors were eying the self-publishing world with a more pragmatic, jaundiced eye. They recognized the financial benefits of releasing their own books rather than putting them through the traditional distribution chain. In reality, it was a question, for an author with a name, of getting roughly seven and a half percent of the book sale price versus seventy. That ten-times-the-money equation had everyone scrambling as the industry was blindsided and traditional book stores closed down in droves. The literary market had shifted from one where paper and ink and shelf space and distribution were the draws, to one where consumers shopped online and took instant delivery of their reading material on an eReader.
That was a win for customers, but a lose for the industry, as the value of the publishers diminished in the eyes of the writers. And if the holy grail for writers stopped being a deal where they got ten percent of the money they would by self-publishing, then the value of agents, whose sole cachet was that they had access to the publishers, also diminished, creating havoc for Mona’s little world. All she’d ever done was work for Abe, other than a few brief stints as a secretary back when floppy diskettes were all the rage. Now her mentor, employer, protector and friend was gone, causing Mona to come face to face with a future of uncertainty in a difficult job market in an industry in decline.
It wasn’t as though she had an extravagant lifestyle to support, or a high burn. It was just that she’d always found saving difficult, so she was unprepared for this sudden shift in her fortunes. And she was still so shocked about Abe, she hadn’t been able to collect herself. Once home from work, everything she saw reminded her of Abe’s final moments. Just like she did, Abe lived by himself with a few pets. He had died without anyone to hold his hand during his final moments – without anyone to care that he was embarking on his final journey. She could see her future being the same. Nobody would be there to mourn her or tell her that they loved her or demonstrate that she’d made an indelible impression on their lives. She would pass from the earth, cold and alone. And so, Mona cried, for Abe as much as for herself.
Eventually, she ran out of energy, and the cats needed care. Mister Paws was purring as he scratched his head against her easy chair. Sugah Bear made a bid for attention by leaping onto her lap. The third feline, a big orange tabby named Carrot Top – after the comedian who Mona found hysterical – glared at her, aloof, from the far corner of the room, commanding her silently, with his hypnotic gaze, to prepare his dinner.
Mona decided that she deserved a treat, and so after attending to her brood, she packed herself into her coat and headed for the little Italian restaurant two blocks away, whose rigatoni Bolognese was to die for. Tonight wasn’t the night to worry about a few extra pounds, she reasoned, nor about the effects of a bottle of Chianti on her ample figure. She needed comfort food and knew where to get it.
So involved was Mona in her private drama that she didn’t register the two men who’d taken up position behind her as she walked, nor the creeping of the large, black SUV on the street twenty yards behind her.
 
Michael rode the subway to the lower East Side, and then changed lines to get to Brooklyn. When he arrived at his stop in Williamsburg, he exited the train and made his way to the street. He flagged down a cab and gave the driver the address – a friend’s studio apartment which his buddy kept for trips to New York. Michael had a key. He stopped in once a month to check on the place and ensure that everything still worked and that it hadn’t been burgled or destroyed by fire, or that the decade-old Nissan Sentra in the decrepit garage down the block still started – assuming it hadn’t been stolen.
His friend had extended an invitation to use both whenever he wasn’t in town, and Michael knew he wouldn’t be back in the area for another month, so the little pied-à-terre presented the perfect place to stay until he could get a feel for how bad his situation actually was.
The small apartment was located in an area that had been the recipient of the gentrification that had been taking place in most of New York since the mid-1990s. Run-down sections of walk-up housing had transformed into middle class living to accommodate those for whom the City had gotten far too expensive. He made a perfunctory scan of the street before he walked up the stairs to the front door of the building. Seeing nothing unusual, he ascended to the entry and used one of the two keys he had taken from his foyer table to open it. Up two more flights, and he was inside and safe. At least for now.
Wasting no time, he cleared a section of the computer station and plugged his laptop into the modem, waiting anxiously while his system booted up. He opened one of the three windows to blow out the stagnant air and flopped down on the couch with Abe’s bag. He extracted the manuscript and laid the tote on the floor beside him. Time to find out what all the fuss was about.
Michael read the first section for forty-five minutes. His mood shifted from curiosity, to dim anxiety, to dread. Fifty pages in, he was already beginning to appreciate just how damaging the allegations were, and if true, how relentless the subjects of the document’s claims would be to stop it from getting any exposure.
The manuscript outlined the history of a global drug trafficking, money laundering and murder-for-hire scheme that went back several decades, and which included virtually every major criminal syndicate, terrorist group, drug cartel, hostile regime, banking group and financial figure on the planet. The text was extensively footnoted and contained references to purported video footage of clandestine assassinations and murders. There were documents demonstrating the iron-clad guilt of household names, photographs and mission notes from foreign and domestic criminal activities and executions carried out by U.S. personnel, who were part of secret death squads. There were blackmail histories dating back to the 1980s, and on and on and on.
Michael stopped reading and concentrated on slowing his heart rate to something normal – he was flush with adrenaline and in borderline panic mode. No wonder Abe had been stunned by this. If even half the claims were correct, it made most of the conspiracy theories since World War II seem like a book of children’s fairy tales. It would prove, not only a global agenda to drain wealth from the U.S. via every nameable means by a laundry list of the worst criminal syndicates on the planet, but also the active participation of key figures in the government, from the president on down, from as far back as Nixon, in treason, war crimes, murder, sedition, drug trafficking, money laundering, counterfeiting, fraud and theft, to name only a few.
This was more than just dynamite and way larger than whether or not a bestseller had been born. Michael could more than understand why it would be worth killing for – if it were true. But the questions remained: was any or all of it accurate, could it be verified, what was the proof, and, probably most intriguingly, who had written it?
He went back to page one and read more carefully, pausing occasionally to take notes. At the end of another hour, he had a list of claims he could nose around for evidence of, as well as an idea of how to conduct the first batch of searches. Rubbing his eyes, he took a break and considered how to proceed.
Several things struck him as obvious. First, he’d need help on the research. Second, this was an extremely dangerous book, unless it was a work of fiction, in which case the level of detail bordered on a pathological level of invention and attention to consistency and inter-connectedness. Third, if true, he had to expect the worst – that there was now a team or teams of lethal operatives who would stop at nothing to silence any mention of the document or its contents. And he’d have to assume that he would be lucky to survive the next seventy-two hours; he would be up against CIA-level resources and monitoring capabilities.
Finally, if any or all of it was true, he was already out of time and needed to take steps which assumed he might have to disappear without any access to his resources, including his bank accounts, credit cards, or professional contacts.
In short, if Abe hadn’t died a natural death and that was just the first salvo in an all-out effort to contain the document, then everyone who had even talked to Abe since he’d received it and read it was potentially at lethal risk.
Meaning there was a fair chance that Michael was fucked.
He considered his options. Michael needed lawyers, guns and money. Well, actually, not lawyers, because they could do very little, if up against what was described in the book. But as to the rest – guns, which he had, and money, of which he had some – the question was whether he had enough.
He opened Abe’s bag and removed the bundles he’d taken from his safe, setting them on the kitchen counter as he rummaged around for a knife in the nearest drawer. Finding one, he carefully sliced open the first package.
Inside was a stack of hundred dollar bills. Thirty-five thousand dollars – his emergency funds. That had always seemed like a lot of cash. Now it looked laughable. It would fit in a couple of pockets of his cargo shorts.
Next, he removed a passport and international driver’s license.
He opened it.
Irish citizen. Thomas Derrigan. His middle and last names.
He’d long ago taken advantage of a citizenship program that Ireland offered to the offspring of Irish parents – his mother had been right off the boat from Enniscorthy as a two year old, having come to the U.S. when her parents emigrated. He’d applied for and been granted Irish citizenship and a passport, which he’d always figured could come in useful for banking or traveling purposes, especially in regions where being an American might be dangerous – such as in the Middle East. He’d just renewed it two years ago, so he had a long time before it expired.
Having dual citizenship and a second passport was one of the legal tricks of the trade he’d picked up working in the security game – where it paid to always keep your options open, to always have a contingency plan.
He unwrapped the other bundle and placed three plastic cylinders on the counter. Each tube contained twenty gold Krugerrands – all told, sixty ounces of untraceable gold. Less than four pounds in three little bundles that would fit in his shirt pocket.
This was his life savings, other than about twenty-five thousand dollars of operating cash in his bank account and a piece of property in Casper, Wyoming he’d bought over time as a retirement spot. Not a lot to show for years of working, but then again he hadn’t been particularly frugal – if you were single and male in New York, you likely had a considerable burn, unless you were a shut-in or never hoped to get laid. While Michael would have liked to have had triple what sat before him, it was what it was. He had a little more than six figures to his name, part of which would need to be converted into cash as needed. Fortunately, everybody liked gold, and it was extremely portable and easily exchanged for currency anywhere in the world.
That should be more than enough, depending upon how you defined enough.
The thought stopped him.
He needed to do a threat assessment, but before he could do so, he had to determine whether Abe had died of natural causes and whether the claims in the document could be either verified or debunked. Either would give him definitive data with which to plan. Right now, all he knew was that there was an old dead bookworm, some high tech spy-gear and probably a live surveillance effort. Obviously, these kind of variables could turn out to be life-changers. But he needed more information.
He walked over to the voice-over-IP phone his friend had next to the PC, looked up a phone number on his cell phone and then dialed on the internet phone. After a few moments, one of his buddies at the NYPD picked up.
“Detective Romer speaking.”
“Hey, Ken, it’s Michael Derrigan. How’s it hanging?” Michael asked, keeping things light.
“Super, Mike. How’s it going with you? Been a while since I heard from you,” Ken replied brightly.
“Too much work, too little cash, my friend. I haven’t had much time lately,” Michael admitted.
“What’s up, buddy? To what do I owe the pleasure on a work day? Did Vice finally bust you for male prostitution?” Ken inquired innocently.
“Yeah, the John wanted a refund and I refused,” Michael quipped. “Seriously, though, I have a client who was found dead this morning at his apartment. Heart attack, no suspicion of foul play. White male, late sixties-early seventies, lived alone with some dogs. Neighbor called it in. I was wondering if you could look into that a little closer and make sure it passes the sniff test.”
Ken’s tone changed. “Why, Mike? Tell me what I need to know. Do you have some reason to believe it might be something else?”
“We ran a sweep on his office this morning and his place had more bugs than a crack house kitchen. And Ken, it’s not like he was on Wall Street or trading in high value intel. He was a literary agent, which is about as exciting as manufacturing shoelaces,” Michael explained.
He stopped there – Ken didn’t need to know anything more. There was no point in getting him involved beyond providing confirmation that Abe’s death had been a natural one.
“So no reason for any listening devices…” Ken finished the thought.
“Exactly. I suppose it could be a competitor trying to learn what he was working on or negotiating, but that’s unlikely, given the industry.” Michael let that sink it. “Which is why I figured it might be worth having someone check the body.”
“What was the name and address?” Ken asked.
Michael told him everything he knew.
Ken would be able to do a quick system scan for bodies found in the last twenty-four hours and find Abe. Then he’d ask the coroner to do a suspicious death exam – unofficially at first, even though everyone was supposed to follow procedure. Nobody wanted to waste a ton of time on paperwork on a ‘favor bank’ call, so it was more expedient to do it casually at this stage.
Ken committed to notifying Michael whenever he had the results of the autopsy back. He figure it would be at least a day, maybe more, especially if they had to wait for a pathology report and tox screens to come in.
Michael hoped with all his heart that they would confirm he’d expired from a coronary.
Abe’s death was now under investigation; there was nothing else he could do on that score but wait, so Michael turned to the research issue. He needed fast, dependable and discreet verification by someone who’d never been within a mile of Abe’s offices and couldn’t be tied into his sweep or the e-mail. Normally, he would have used Koshi, but in light of his suspicions, Michael didn’t want to expose him to any more risk.
Instead, he called a woman he’d dated for a few weeks who was also in the security field. They’d remained friends and colleagues for years since then, even though the spark hadn’t quite been there. Samantha was very good at what she did; she worked for one of the large PI and corporate security firms as a research specialist, but he figured she’d moonlight for him and could be depended upon to keep things confidential.
Michael called her using the IP phone and gave her his short list of terms, dates and institutions to investigate. They agreed she would report back to him as soon as she had something, one way or another.
There wasn’t a lot more he could do until he knew what he was dealing with, so he unwrapped an energy bar he found in a drawer, yanked a bottle of water out of the fridge and returned his attention to reading the manuscript.
He weighed the remaining pages in his hand. Probably about two thirds left to go. Michael silently prayed that whoever had contrived the documents was given to long-winded descriptions, or went off on lengthy tangents, and that the rest of the book was fluff or obvious malarkey and didn’t contain any more realistic-sounding explosive claims. He didn’t see how it could get much more pejorative than the first third.
Unfortunately, the author wasn’t big on creative writing.
It got worse.
Far worse.
 
 
 


Chapter 6
 
 
If there was a professional team working Abe’s office, Michael figured they’d go in after all the businesses had closed for the day and the employees had gone home for the evening. That would create an opportunity for Michael to stake out the building for signs of obvious activity – but he immediately dismissed it as unnecessarily risky and unlikely to prove or disprove anything. Sure, if they were amateurish, perhaps a cleaning crew would appear late at night, or some other sort of maintenance or emergency repair personnel would enter, and then the lights in Abe’s seventh floor office would go on. However, if they were seasoned professionals it was doubtful he’d see anything at all – and the absence of activity wouldn’t necessarily mean that nobody had breached the office – rather, it would reinforce that they were not a low-end team, which Michael was already pretty certain about, given the hardware Jim had found secreted.
His natural desire to be pro-active, to gain an advantage over the hypothesized hunters of the document, lost out to his better judgment and discipline. Harsh experience had taught him that security threats were often akin to fishing – both required patience, skill, tuned senses, observation and instinct. Impatience and succumbing to a desire to act were weaknesses he couldn’t indulge.
Michael gave up trying to finish reading the document that evening; he was in informational overload mode, and he realized he wasn’t registering the facts any more. A glance at the remaining pile of unread papers confirmed there was maybe ten percent left, at most, which he could hit in the morning. He decided to stay in the apartment rather than go out for dinner and spent his time going over his notes of the manuscript’s highlights so far.
Studying the list of underlined terms and operation names and organizations, he resolved to attempt to parallel Samantha’s efforts and do some online research. Two hours of surfing and searching for data yielded nothing, other than an appreciation for the number of kooky conspiracy theories that were now accessible with a few mouse clicks. There was a scenario for every prejudice, every level of nuttiness, from the erudite and esoteric to the banal. From flat-earth adherents to those convinced that the devil was everywhere, from modern-day Knights of the Templar scheming for Armageddon to the Tri-lateral Commission fostering a shadowy new world order, there was an ass for every seat, as they said in the car business.
The U.S. government was especially popular amongst the tin foil hat crowd as uber-villain, and one would have to believe it was astoundingly competent to pull off everything from staging lunar landings to assassinating its leaders to hiding the bodies of extraterrestrials to scheming to create a new currency in order to somehow take over Canada and Mexico.
Exhausted and overwhelmed by the sheer volume of information, Michael eventually stumbled over to the couch to rest his eyes. He was out cold within two minutes of lying down.
 
********
 
An explosive crashing jolted him awake, followed by screaming.
Michael cautiously approached the window and peeked out; it was morning – a woman in a Honda SUV had rear-ended a plumbing van on the street below. Both drivers were standing beside their vehicles yelling at the top of their lungs, berating each other for their lousy driving skills. The woman was East Indian, with a pronounced accent and a vocal range that likely had the neighborhood dogs running for cover. The male sounded Polish or Russian.
Good morning - I heart Brooklyn.
He stumbled into the shower, prioritizing his activities for the day as he stood under the tepid stream of water. Having skipped dinner, he was starving, so first order of business was to get some calories on-loaded. Then he’d move to making calls and following up on his prior day’s contacts. And of course, finish reading the manuscript. Michael figured that today was going to define whether his network was in crisis, or if this was merely a false alarm.
His Blackberry was blinking. Shit - he hadn’t even heard it ring. Koshi had called him the previous night. He punched the speed dial number and listened to it ring.
“You alive?” Koshi asked by way of greeting.
“Yup. I just crashed hard and missed your call,” Michael explained. “Sorry.”
“Write this down,” Koshi responded, and gave him an e-mail address, login and password. “Use it to communicate until the fire drill’s over.”
“Got it. Anything going on over there?” Michael asked.
“No black helicopters, if that’s what you mean,” Koshi deadpanned.
“Good to hear,” Michael reflected before going on to explain about his pulling in some favors to check on Abe’s death.
“Keep me in the loop when you hear something,” Koshi reminded him.
Michael promised to let him know as soon as he talked to Ken, and they agreed to stay in contact via e-mail at least twice that day – once at three o’clock, and once more at the end of the evening.
There were two coffee shops on the block, indistinguishable from each other, so he chose the nearest one and slid into a vacant red vinyl-clad booth. He ordered, then called Ken, who promised he’d have more information later in the day – they were still waiting for feedback from the lab. He assured Michael he’d call as soon as he knew anything.
Samantha wasn’t in yet, so he left a voice mail and the voice-over-IP phone number.
Michael slouched restlessly, fidgeting with his cell, unable to sit still. He’d only been awake an hour, and nervous energy already had him bouncing off the walls.
The waitress delivered his food; the coronary special – three eggs, pancakes, sausage, hash browns. Michael resolved to cut himself off after two cups of coffee. The last thing he needed was to add caffeine jitters to his growing impatience. He plowed through the meal like he’d just been released from prison and broke his commitment to stop the coffee. They were small cups, he reasoned, so three were only about the same as one and a half of his usual.
Back in the apartment, he reviewed the prior evening’s notes and then picked up the remainder of the manuscript, determined to finish it. As he made it to the last few pages, he registered an e-mail address inserted seemingly by mistake in one of the endnotes. That had to be deliberate. Maybe the author had put a contact point in that would only be noticed if Abe really read the entire thing and digested every word.
It was worth a shot.
Michael sat down at his laptop and logged into his newly created e-mail.
He had one message, from Koshi: [The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.]
That was Koshi for you. Mister sunshine. Michael fired back an e-mail so Koshi knew things were working: [Daddy drinks because you cry.]
He was interrupted by the jarring ring of the voice-over-IP phone.
“Michael, what do you know about the stiff you had me check on?” Ken launched, skipping pleasantries.
“I told you – why…what did you find?” Michael’s stomach lurched even as he asked. He’d known Ken a long time, so he knew what was coming next. Or at least, he thought he did.
“All right. Here’s the scoop. The ME confirmed death was caused by a massive myocardial infarction. But he also found very subtle bruising on the lower back. Judging by the amount of subcutaneous clotting, his preliminary assessment is that your boy sustained a blow there immediately before he croaked,” Ken reported.
“Like someone rabbit-punched him in the kidneys…” Michael thought out loud.
“And it was the shock of being slammed that gave him the heart attack. That’s where the coroner went with it as well. The corpse had several dislocated fingers and a pretty messed up face, but that looks like it happened when he hit the floor. But it was the blow that started it all. So we’re changing this to a 187,” Ken finished.
“Shit.” Michael didn’t have anything to say beyond the expletive.
“I’ll second that. We’re going back and getting CSI to do a once over on his flat, but after the EMTs stomped around there for half an hour getting the body out, I’m not optimistic,” Ken said.
“No, I can see that would make it tough,” Michael said, from a million miles away.
Ken was all business on this call.
“Since we’re now sure this was a murder, or at the very least aggravated assault, why don’t you take a few minutes from your busy schedule and tell me everything you know about it?” Not so much a question as an order.
Michael told him the whole story, omitting only that he was in possession of the manuscript that was deleted from the e-mail. And that every lethal organization in the world was implicated in Abe’s death. He didn’t see how his suspicions after reading the mystery document would alter the course of the investigation into Abe’s murder.
“And you have no idea who sent the communication, or who planted the listening devices?” Ken asked, for the record.
“Not a clue. But Ken, Abe told me the e-mail attachment was the most important book of his career and would implicate a lot of government and powerful interests in widespread criminal activity,” Michael offered. He chose the words very carefully, to give Ken maximum possible info without actually revealing he was now up to his neck in something that seemed to be turning into his worst nightmare come true.
There was no way he could say anything more without divulging he was the man who knew too much – and that guy usually wound up dead. He had to assume that if the rot went as high as the manuscript claimed, every detail in the police report would be known by the black hats within hours of it being filed.
“Powerful interests, you say – well that’s nice and non-specific,” Ken observed.
“I wish I had something more I could tell you,” Michael said. And he really did. The problem was that telling Ken he suspected covert U.S. Government hit squads, or the Mob, or Iran, or terrorists, didn’t really narrow things down in a helpful way.
“Lemme know if anything pops up in your memory that you forgot,” Ken ventured. He smelled the odor of rat but couldn’t be sure Michael was holding out on him, or if it was something else.
“You’re at the top of my speed dial list. Ken, thanks a million for pushing this. I had a bad feeling when I found the wiretaps and Abe turned up dead. Are you going to hit his office too, and jerk the bugs? Maybe those will give you a lead,” Michael suggested but immediately regretted the condescending flavor. Ken was good at what he did, just as Michael was.
There was a significant silence.
“Never occurred to me,” Ken said drily. “Anything else?”
“Sorry Ken. I…I know you’ll cover all the bases. No offense intended.”
“None taken.”
After terminating the call, Michael stared at the handset still gripped in his now sweaty hand as he calculated the variables. His eyes slowly drifted across the room and fell on the manuscript. Fucking thing might as well be made out of plutonium – being exposed to it was just as fatal.
He looked at his watch. Assuming the worst, a crew had been in Abe’s office last night, dusting for prints to see if anyone new had shown up once Abe had expired. That would put Michael and Jim at the scene the following day.
Only it was likely worse than that. They’d probably dusted the night before as well, when they inserted the bugs, just to identify everyone who’d been in Abe’s inner sanctum, and then wiped everything so only new prints would appear on the next night’s scan. That would put Michael there both before and after. The leader of any team looking for information or leads on where the disappearing manuscript had gone would already have run those prints to get names in preparation for a little chat. And Michael would be the first appointment, he was sure of that.
His instinct to lay low once he sensed he was being watched turned out to be prescient – the intuition that had saved his ass in combat was thankfully still fully operational.
That was the only silver lining so far.
Michael’s gaze returned to the sheaf of papers. What had he been doing before Ken called?
The e-mail address. Right.
He logged onto his e-mail and sent Koshi a message asking how best to contact a blind address without it being traceable – assuming the inbound address might be compromised, or a red herring or even a bad guy. Michael knew it wasn’t prudent to divulge his sending address when he contacted the manuscript’s author – if it was the author’s e-mail.
That done, he needed to formulate a strategy.
If he believed in miracles, he could delete the document from his hard drive, burn the manuscript and pretend he’d never seen it.
That was fine, except he ran the considerable risk that he’d soon be on the receiving end of an interrogation that would get ugly quickly. He had to assume they knew Abe had printed the document if they’d been able to get into his computer to erase all the tracks, which meant they wouldn’t start a discussion unless they planned to end it with a bang, so to speak, whatever he told them, most probably.
Putting himself in their position, he wouldn’t stop until he’d located the document and neutralized it, along with anyone who’d seen it. If they were thorough, that would mean everyone Abe had been with since he’d downloaded and printed it. There was just no other way they could be sure.
Then again, maybe he was over-thinking this. Perhaps they’d be more cautious and wait to see if anything else surfaced. That was a strong possibility as well.
Reality was, there was no way of knowing how conservatively they would react. Which meant he had to assume the worst.
He went through his mental checklist.
He’d need to take effective countermeasures and become untraceable. Fine. He removed the battery from his cell phone, knowing that doing so wouldn’t make it invisible to someone like the National Security Agency – but it would make it impossible to trace for anyone but the NSA. He’d need to pick up several clean phones to communicate with – this one was history. Ditto for his credit cards. They all had a chip in them which could be read in a multiplicity of ways. Of course, he couldn’t use them anyway, as he had to believe his pursuers could access most databases. So time for the cards to go missing, too.
His American passport also had a chip, but he kept it in a sleeve that disabled any ability to track it. He could always stuff the cards in with it, he supposed. That would probably wind up being the way to go until things were better defined.
He checked his new e-mail account. Koshi had responded with instructions on the best mechanism to create a new e-mail for the specific purpose of contacting a potentially compromised url. It was pretty straightforward as long as Michael hid his IP address when creating it and checking it – something easily done with any of a dozen IP-masking programs. He quickly followed Koshi’s instructions then logged into the new account, choosing his words with precision for the outbound message he sent to the mystery address: [A is dead.]
There was no harm in pinging the address with that to see what came back, and the message didn’t really reveal a lot that wouldn’t be in the newspaper obituary section. And anyway, lots of people beginning or ending with A had died all over the world. He wasn’t worried about the address itself belonging to the surveillance team because Abe had printed the document the night he’d gotten it and apparently the pursuers hadn’t known about it till the next day – no doubt because someone Abe had called to fact-check had sounded an alarm. There was only one way the chronology worked: e-mail received; Abe reads and prints it; takes it home. If somehow the boogie men had learned about it that night, Abe would have been immediately dispatched to go sleep with the fishes and Michael would have never gotten a call in the first place. So it had to be someone Abe telephoned the morning he contacted Michael who had set everything in motion; the e-mail destruction must have happened in a matter of minutes thereafter because it was gone by the time Abe had checked his e-mail that morning.
The internet phone rang again and Michael leapt to grab it. It was Samantha.
“Okay, lover boy, what have you gotten yourself into?” she asked by way of greeting.
“What are you talking about?” Michael parried.
“I ran searches for the terms you gave me and ran into dead ends. But there was one term that had a twelve page article from a French-Canadian investigative reporter, written about six years ago, that came up when I searched on ‘Delphi Squad’ – and Michael, it’s some scary shit,” Samantha warned.
“Scary as in how?” Michael asked.
“Scary as in, allegations of an ex-CIA spook in Central America who claims to have been part of a U.S. death squad that carried out assassinations in the region for over a decade,” Samantha told him.
That was consistent with the manuscript’s claims. One of many, but still, a key one.
“I’m sensing that’s not all…” Michael prodded.
“No, it isn’t. I did a search on the reporter, and he died a few days after it was published. And you’re going to love this. He committed suicide by shooting himself in the back of the head,” Samantha deadpanned.
“Come again?”
“The police found him in his apartment, where he’d apparently shot himself in the base of the rear of his skull with an untraceable pistol he happened to have lying around. No note, and it only took the cops an hour to determine it was a regrettable example of self-destruction,” she explained.
“Isn’t it pretty unusual to shoot yourself in the back of the head and not leave a note?” Michael asked, already knowing the answer.
“I can tell you how unusual, actually, because that was my next search. Of the roughly seventeen hundred or more folks who decide to end it all with a gun every year in Canada, tracking data back ten years, can you guess how many shot themselves in the back of the head?”
“One?”
“We have a winnah! Our boy was one in almost twenty thousand.” Samantha paused, possibly for effect.
“Tell me there isn’t more,” Michael said.
“The reporter was scheduled to come out with part two of his investigative report a few days after he killed himself. That obviously never got published. He’d apparently decided to destroy his hard disk before going to meet his maker, per the police report – another quirky bit of mischief you don’t see too often. Are you starting to see any problems with this?” Samantha wondered aloud.
“You don’t say.”
“Here, write down this url – it’s to the first article,” Samantha said, and dictated a web address to Michael.
“Wait a second. That’s a wayback machine article, not a current site,” Michael observed after reading the info.
“Correct. Seems the original article no longer exists. I had to use a little trickery to find this – it’s as though every trace of it had been expunged,” Samantha finished.
“Samantha, I don’t want to scare you, but how cautious were you when you were rooting around?” Michael asked.
“I’m way ahead of you. I always mask my IP address out of habit and use a software program that bounces it all over the world every few minutes, so I’m clean. Professional paranoia. But I was going to warn you to do the same before you pull up the site. It’s a little freaky how the guy kills himself and his files go missing almost immediately after publishing his article. Makes you kind of go, hmm,” Samantha said.
“I owe you a great big one, Samantha,” Michael responded.
“Surprise me with something. I like fast, red and Italian.”
Michael hung up and signed onto an IP masking site, then went to the internet archive to read the reporter’s work. He quickly scanned the article, noting that it confirmed some of the claims in the manuscript. What was particularly troubling was the attention to detail in the article and the matter-of-fact way events were described. To Michael’s ear, it had the ring of truth.
The suspicious circumstances surrounding the reporter’s death lent considerable weight to the likelihood the article was factual. He’d been around the block long enough to understand that when a death that was so obviously a murder was resolved as a suicide, something besides a pursuit of the truth had been in play during the investigation. That it had occurred in Canada and yet was still swept under the carpet, underscored the power and reach of whoever had wanted the reporter silenced. That was consistent with the article’s contention of CIA involvement.
Michael now knew for sure that he had a real problem. This was shaping up in an ugly way, and he had to assume it would get uglier. But he still had too little data to make a reliable decision as to how to proceed. Sure, the article made a compelling case for a black ops team run amok, as well as a shadow government action of gargantuan implications. However, it was just a single article – which wasn’t exactly the ideal broad support he needed. He hoped Samantha would be able to dig up some more dirt, but the problem was that if the manuscript was accurate, the chances were there was no news coverage of any of it.
So how to proceed?
Michael re-read the web page and noted the name of the man who claimed he’d been a CIA wet operative for decades in Central America. John Stubens, who, as of the date of the article, resided in Nevada. Doing some quick math in his head, Michael computed the man would have to be in his sixties, assuming he was still alive and the name used for the reporter’s sake was his real one.
Nothing ventured, nothing gained. It wasn’t as if Michael had a lot of other leads to pursue. He typed in the name of the online service he used to investigate skip tracing and entered his password. The familiar screen came up and he completed the form with the slim information he had. Michael hit enter and waited as the computer elves did whatever they did, scouring thousands of databases for relevant data.
After a few minutes, a screen appeared.
Bingo.
There were eight men with the name John Stubens in Nevada, but only one who had ever served in the military.
John Carlton Stubens, age 64, living in Henderson, Nevada. Single. No kids. Owned his home, had a modest mortgage he’d been paying down for twelve years. One car registered to him: Toyota 4Runner, 2007. Retired. Army pension. Not much else. One credit card, paid current, zero balance, ten thousand dollar limit. A few creditors – the gas and electric company, the phone company, cable TV.
Which was strange. It was almost impossible to go six decades on the planet and not leave larger tracks. The system Michael used would show everything – credit cards, recent medical bills, any internet sites he’d posted a message on, employment history. The works. This basically showed a house, car and associated bills, and that was it. He’d served in the army from 1966, achieving the rank of lieutenant, until 1979, when he had received an honorable discharge. Which was also odd, given that most who stayed in the service for over a decade tended to stay in as lifers. But that fitted with the reporter’s story, which had represented him as a covert operative throughout the 1980s and 1990s.
So Michael now had an address and a phone number. It was a start. On impulse, he lifted the handset of the internet telephone and dialed the Nevada phone number. He listened as it rang, and then heard the distinctive click of an answering machine picking up. A gruff male voice advised callers to leave a message. Michael hung up. He realized his pulse was racing and took a few deep breaths to get himself under control.
There was no imminent threat, now that he had ditched his apartment. For the moment, he had options, but they would quickly be reduced if something happened to put him back on the radar. One thing he was dreading was Ken escalating his murder investigation and asking Michael to come in and leave a formal statement – it was probably just a matter of time before that happened, and he didn’t like his odds once he was at the police station; there was no telling how much reach the surveillance team had or how much information they had access to. He knew that the CIA was barred from doing anything operationally in the U.S. but also was pragmatic enough to understand that in ‘special’ circumstances, the prohibition was likely ignored. It wasn’t like he could ring Abe up and ask him who had been the last person he’d seen, and inquire as to whether he’d shown his ID before slamming him in the back.
All he could realistically do was wait for more information to come in so he could better understand his predicament.
It was the classic wait and see scenario, and while he had the discipline to be patient, his temperament was more geared towards taking action. He sighed and returned to the computer, resigned to a long day of research.
 
 
 


Chapter 7
 
 
Ken leaned back in his worn chair and studied the mottled ceiling of the squad room. It looked like he’d need to follow up on the Abe investigation and speak with the man’s co-workers and friends. The crime team had quickly gone through Abe’s flat with no breakthrough results. As he’d feared, any promising evidence had been contaminated by the paramedics moving through the hallway and removing the corpse. CSI had taped off the scene and was going over the office and remaining rooms, but he knew that was a long shot, at best. These kinds of crime were always the worst. No obvious motive, no suspicious next of kin, no real suspects to speak of. Just an old man who’d reached the end of the line, helped by a blow from an unknown assailant or assailants.
Ken checked the time. Two forty-five. He tried to come up with a convincing reason not to head to the old man’s office downtown and drew a blank. Ken had been on the force for eighteen years and had worked himself up to detective rank, where he’d maxed out on his career possibilities given his penchant for speaking his mind and being bluntly honest. If you wanted to climb the ladder any higher, you needed to be willing to invest a lot of time in scheming, back-stabbing, sucking up, and generally doing things unrelated to catching criminals, which didn’t interest him – he’d become a cop because he wanted to nail perps to the wall and right wrongs, not play politics in the Byzantine world of the New York Police Department.
His partner and longtime friend, Chuck Barron, looked over from where he sat fiddling with his ancient computer monitor. It occupied a third of his desk and had the bulk of a small television. Budget freezes meant that the department’s once high tech gear was now years out of date. In scowling frustration, Chuck slammed the side of the old contraption with his open hand.
“Dude. Calm down. All that anger can’t be good for you. Peace and love, you know?” Ken counseled.
“It’s just that fucking thing is flickering constantly, and no matter what I do it keeps doing it. It’s giving me a headache,” Chuck complained.
“That’s probably the incipient tumor in your brain.” Ken switched to a sympathetic countenance. “I’m so sorry. Maybe you should take the rest of the week off and put your affairs in order?”
“Your wife will be heartbroken, that’s for sure. She says my visits while you’re in the field are the only things she looks forward to in her otherwise drab and depressing life,” Chuck fired back.
“She’s been like that ever since she contracted AIDS,” Ken shared helpfully.
The banter was a longtime fixture of their relationship, as was the gallows humor, aimed at making more bearable what was at times a mind-numbingly boring job that was punctuated by horrifying scenes of death and violence. Ken’s wife, Sheila, was pregnant with their third child. She’d been Ken’s high school sweetheart, so the disparagements were simply bids to one-up each other in the shock and awe department.
“I suppose since we’re both staring at our navels, we might as well go interview the people our latest stiff worked with,” Ken stated in a desultory tone.
“That sounds like a hoot,” Chuck said. “I’m sure one of them will be able to lead us directly to the killer. I love how that always happens – ‘Officer, I wonder if it’s relevant that the pasty-faced man with the artificial leg who’d sworn to kill him was lurking outside the office every night for the last month?’ You think we can knock it out in an hour? I really don’t want to get stuck in rush hour traffic.”
“It’s probably a small group, but who knows? Let’s just do the deed and see what happens.” Ken had resigned himself to an afternoon of drudgery.
They donned their blazers and headed for the precinct front entrance – an unlikely couple. Ken’s gray jacket was stylishly cut. He resembled a moderately successful small-business owner, whereas Chuck looked like he’d been given his clothing that morning by a homeless shelter; he exuded a rumpled look, as though he’d been sleeping in his outfit for a week and had just awakened moments before. This image was also bolstered by their physical differences. Ken stood at over six feet tall, genetically thin and lanky, whereas Chuck was six inches shorter, chubby and almost completely bald. Yet, they had been partners for half a decade and worked well together. Chuck’s slovenliness was limited to appearance; he was extremely detail-oriented and methodical. Ken often referred to him as a Pitbull because he was inordinately tenacious and given to working long hours on minutiae that often resulted in breakthroughs they might have missed were it not for his efforts.
Ken was more intuitive and fast-moving, although his breezy demeanor concealed a rigorously logical personality. The pair were a good match, with each man’s strengths complementing that of the other; it was a successful teaming, reflected by the fact that their crime solution rate was the highest in the department.
They climbed into their NYPD plainclothes car, a four year old Chevrolet Malibu, and twenty minutes later pulled to the curb in front of Abe’s office building. Chuck flipped an NYPD official business placard up onto the dash so they wouldn’t get ticketed – the only open spot being a stained, crimson curb; the red zone reserved for emergency vehicles.
Ken had filled Chuck in on the high points of the case on their way downtown – he hadn’t accompanied Ken to Abe’s flat because he was working another case, and a simple stop-in while CSI was doing their thing didn’t justify an extra detective’s involvement. There wasn’t anything other than the preliminary findings on the blow to the kidneys to go on. Ken wasn’t enthusiastic about their prospects.
The pair rode up in the creaky elevator to Abe’s seventh floor offices. They opened the door and were relieved to see there were only four desks and a reception area. A twenty-something man with a pallor that spoke of years without sun looked up from the nearest computer at the two men standing in the foyer.
“May I help you?” he asked in a rattled kind of tone.
Ken flipped out his badge. “NYPD. I’m Detective Ken Romer and this is Detective Charles Barron. We’re here to speak with everyone about Abe Sarkins. And you are…?”
“Doug Pelzer. I’m an associate with the firm,” he said. His words had a different rattle now. He motioned at two women in their early thirties sitting at two of the other desks. “And this is Dinah Stark and Ellen Bowers, also associates.”
The two women smiled hesitantly at the detectives and then resumed whatever they were doing, which appeared to be editing documents on their computers.
Doug affected a grim smile before saying, “But you guys should know all this. We already told you everything we know, which is basically nothing.”
Ken glanced at Chuck, his face impassive. Chuck looked like he was about to fall asleep on his feet.
“Yeah, well,” Ken said, “we’re here to take it from the top. Is there someplace we can sit and speak privately?”
“Sure. We can use the meeting room.” Doug waved his palm in the direction of a small area toward the back of the workspace next to what he presumed was Abe’s office, given that it was the only other door.
“Thanks. That would be great,” Ken replied, and then followed the young man to the small room. Chuck hadn’t spoken since they’d gotten out of the elevator. He didn’t look like he planned on starting any time soon.
The room was just large enough to fit a small conference table and six chairs. They took seats, and Ken launched into some routine questions. How long had Doug been working there, how old was he, what was his address.
“Did Abe have any enemies or anyone he was in a disagreement with?” Ken asked.
“No, he got along well with everyone,” Doug said with conviction. “Even his difficult clients liked him, and he was universally respected in the business.”
“Did he seem afraid of anything in the last few weeks? Preoccupied over something? Was he involved in any altercations, anything adversarial?” Ken continued.
“No, he was the same as ever. I mean, look, it wasn’t like we were best friends, so I can’t say for sure, but the entire time I’ve worked here he was always the same.”
“I see. Okay.” Ken tried again. “So, is there anything you can think of that might have put Abe in jeopardy, or did he ever mention that he was in danger?”
“Nope. And like I told the other guys, I don’t know anything about any manuscript, either. So I’m afraid I can’t really help you much. Sorry,” Doug finished, placing both hands face down on the table, preparing to rise.
Ken and Chuck exchanged glances again. This time Doug sensed something amiss.
“Why are you so interested in some manuscript, anyway?” Doug demanded. “I never got a straight answer on that. What does a manuscript have to do with Abe having a heart attack, anyway?”
Chuck perked up at this and said, “Well, now that you brought it up, what can you tell us about this manuscript? We’re with a different division than the last group you spoke with. By the way, you wouldn’t happen to remember the names of the officers you talked to, would you?” he added nonchalantly.
“I remember one was named Smith and the other Reynolds. I’m good with names. You have to be to do reasonable editing work,” Doug replied.
“Did they show you their badges like I did?” Ken inquired, equally easily.
“Sure. At least, I think so. I’m…I’m sure they must have,” Doug assured them, and also himself to some degree.
Ken swiveled to face Chuck. “Officer Barron, would you follow up with officers Smith and Reynolds so we can compare notes with them?” Ken then returned his gaze to Doug. “Did they mention their first names? There are a lot of cops in the NYPD.”
“Yeah, I think it was Alan Smith and Richard Reynolds. The Alan and Dick show,” Doug said, eyes rolling towards the ceiling as he recollected.
Chuck spoke again. “You’re sure?”
“Yeah. I mean, it was only this morning.” Doug returned to his original question. “So what’s the big deal with this manuscript, and why is everyone so interested in where it is? Today was the first I’ve heard of it.”
“We don’t get told everything. Sometimes one group will be working on one angle of a case, and we’ll be working another. But just so we’re on the same page, what were they asking? Maybe that will ring a bell. We handle so many of these cases, it’s hard to keep them all straight,” Chuck explained reasonably.
“You know, that was the weird thing. They seemed to know a lot more about it than anyone here did. He got tons of submissions and queries every week, so how could any of us keep up with everything he was doing?” Doug complained.
“Yeah. I’d guess it would be impossible for anyone to know everything that was being read at any given time. And Abe never mentioned it?” Ken tried.
“No, for the twentieth time, I don’t know anything about any manuscript. And I still don’t see what it has to do with Abe’s heart attack.”
“This is all routine,” Ken said. “When it’s slow, NYPD takes more time with simple cases than if it’s a busy week. It’s just really quiet right now, thank God, so we’re trying to be especially thorough. I’m sorry to inconvenience you and take up your time like this – I can see you guys are busy today.”
“Well, we’re trying to figure out what to do now that Abe’s gone. There’s still a mountain of work here, and we’ve already had a number of other agencies call to see if there was a formal transition plan,” Doug lamented. “And then there’s all the authors wanting to know who’s going to be handling them…and then Mona doesn’t show up today…”
“And Mona is…the receptionist?” Ken guessed, looking out at the work area and seeing the empty station.
“Yeah. Everyone’s kind of off balance right now. This totally caught us unprepared. I mean, one day Abe’s here, bigger than life, taking care of things, and then the next he’s gone forever – to be replaced by a steady stream of cops.”
“Right. And then your receptionist doesn’t show up, adding to the workload. Is she like that? Undependable? Is she new?” Chuck asked blithely, as if anxious to wrap up the interview.
“Mona? God no. She’s been here forever. Decades. And she’s never out sick. But I guess the Abe thing has hit us all differently. Besides, she’s kind of the office manager, too – so who would she even call in sick to? You see the problem we have here? Nobody is running the show,” Doug grumbled. “I’m not even sure how we’re going to get paid. Abe’s lawyer is supposed to show up in the next day or so and give us some news, so hopefully that will clarify things. But right now, I don’t even know whether we’re all working for free or not.”
“Well, I can’t think of anything else to ask, can you?” Ken asked, looking at Chuck while raising an eyebrow ever so slightly.
“No, not really. Oh – yeah. Did the other cops…” Chuck fumbled with his little notebook and squinted at it, “…this Smith and Reynolds…was there anything distinguishing about them? Anything that would help us figure out which division they’re with? Were they both Caucasian? Age? Height? Anything?” Chuck appeared to be completing a routine interview and was just being detail-oriented.
“Uh, well, Reynolds was African American, Smith Caucasian, and they were both in their forties, I would guess. Nothing unusual. Just very professional,” Doug said, with a hint of implication that they’d been more professional than Ken and Chuck.
“Okay. I think that should do it for now,” Ken said. “If you could give us a few minutes, Doug, we’ll want to talk to your colleagues as well. Can you send in, what was her name, Diana?”
“Dinah,” Doug corrected. He got up and went to collect the diminutive Dinah from the open office area.
Ken glanced at Chuck, who made a movement with his head. They both got up and moved through the office.
“We’ll be right back. Going to grab some coffee downstairs. You want anything?” Ken asked over his shoulder as they approached the front door. Nobody did.
Once they were outside, Ken and Chuck both made calls from their cell phones. Ken wanted to know how much longer it would take to get the electronics specialist over to the office to remove the bugs, and Chuck was following up on the phantom cops. After a few minutes they signed off and Chuck spoke first.
“There is no other team working this, Ken.”
“Yeah, I kind of got that within the first second of the kid’s mentioning it. Good job on the low-key fishing, by the way,” Ken replied.
“It was magical to watch, wasn’t it? I should have been in the movies. But meanwhile, this just went from routine to completely weird. A mystery team interviewing the staff this morning, impersonating cops…” Chuck started.
“Worse than that, Chuckee, me boy. We didn’t even know that this was a homicide until late morning. I talked to the coroner at around ten or so and confirmed it. So the only people who could have been here…” Ken trailed off.
“…Had to be aware Abe didn’t die of natural causes and were really concerned over some manuscript. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Chuck asked.
“We’re on the same wavelength. I think we go back in, interview the others while we wait for tech to show up, then tape the office off and dust it before we pull the bugs my contact told me about. Which reminds me; I think I need to have an in-person sit down with my buddy who put me onto this, because it just took a major turn down the weirder-than-shit road, and I have a feeling we’re operating in the dark. I’ll kill him with my bare hands if he’s holding out on me,” Ken promised, stabbing at his cell phone keypad as he talked.
He held the device to his ear and listened as the line rang four times, then Michael’s voice came on advising him to leave a message, and he’d return the call as soon as possible. Ken left a perfunctory greeting and requested Michael call him the second he got the voice mail.
“Tech will be here in twenty minutes,” Ken said, “along with CSI, so let’s play it low key when we go back in, get some statements, and then do a Columbo on them.”
A Columbo was where they played dumb, and then just as the interview was winding down, they hit their subjects with a, “Oh, just one more thing,” and then lowered the boom. No need getting everyone agitated until they needed to. They had a few minutes before the other NYPD units showed up to process the office, so it was best to hear unstressed statements before the storm troopers paraded through the office.
“No way we’re out of here before this evening, earliest. Sorry, buddy,” Ken said.
“Yeah, I sorta figured that out on my own. And anticipating we’d be here a while, I also asked HQ to send a sketch artist ASAP so we can get a drawing of the ghost officers.” Chuck’s demeanor was now completely different than the shlumpy, disheveled career bureaucrat who’d walked out of Abe’s offices.
“It’s going to be a long one. But I don’t like the way this is shaping up, and we just got here,” Ken said.
“Roger on that. So you wanna grab some coffee before we interview the two women?”
“Might as well. It’ll only take a minute or two, and I have a feeling we’re going to need it.”
 
 
 


Chapter 8
 
 
Michael’s afternoon surfing the internet in an effort to find out more about the claims made in the manuscript transitioned into evening, but yielded no further revelations. His head hurt from staring intently at the screen for hours, and by early evening, he’d about had it. Reflecting on his day, he called Samantha one more time to see if she’d made any progress. She picked up on the second ring.
“So, I was thinking about shooting myself in the back of the head due to my lackluster romantic life…” Michael started.
“Seems like doing it the hard way, but what can I say? If you gotta go, you gotta go…” Samantha fired back.
“I was just checking in to see if you were able to corroborate any of the other search items I gave you,” he explained.
“I figured it was more than my female charms that had you ringing my phone off the hook. There wasn’t much more, except for something that was probably unrelated. Had to do with the stock market,” Samantha explained.
“Let me guess. Was it a connection between Muslim fundamentalists and the architecture of the electronic trading houses?” Michael queried.
“Wow. You are good. Yup. It was on an obscure site that mainly deals with problems in the stock market – corruption, crooked regulators and the like. But one of the claims was that the group of designers who created the electronic trading platforms that much of the trading takes place on in the U.S. markets are one degree of separation from Islamic jihadists, and that they were instrumental in not only the 2008 financial meltdown, but were part of orchestrating other crashes for the profit of their cause,” Samantha said.
“Can you give me the url?” Michael asked.
She provided it, along with another caution to use the IP masking software when accessing anything on the web.
“Michael, the site documents the connections, but it’s not hard proof by any stretch. It’s just more akin to, Party X is the brother of Party Y, who is reputed to be a financier of terrorist group Z,” Samantha commented.
“I get it. I also see from the address it’s another one I need to look up on the internet archive?” Michael asked.
“It’s not current, if that’s what you’re asking. But that’s not as unusual as you’d think, especially these days. Oftentimes, a site will pop up for a few years, and then the owner will lose interest, or get sick, or move on to something else.”
“Or shoot himself in the back of the head.”
“Touché, my friend, touché. Be careful. The stuff you’re looking at gives me the willies. It’s a little too close to plausible for my liking. I prefer my conspiracies the crazier the better, but this sounds pretty convincing,” Samantha warned.
“Believe me, I’m with you there. Hey, if you find anything else, here’s an e-mail you can use to contact me. I’m going to be hard to get hold of for the next few days.” Michael gave her his new sanitized e-mail, and they bantered a bit more before finally signing off.
So, that was another claim in the manuscript that had at least some loose corroboration. It described the transition from the cocaine and organized crime funding in the 1980s to a far more sophisticated form of criminality using the global stock markets in the post-2000 period. And if the architects of large pieces of the system were the close relatives of terrorist financiers, that certainly raised Michael’s eyebrows.
He went to the website and read the copious research, becoming more alarmed as he progressed. It nearly mirrored the allegations in the manuscript, but lacked some of the purported proof of links between the U.S. government and a who’s who of international criminal syndicates.
But what was shaping up was a scenario where the manuscript’s allegations were verifiable enough for Michael to believe that there were groups that would do anything to silence them. That was the worst possible news for him, given that he was directly in the line of fire for anyone looking into Abe’s final twenty-four hours.
He debated what to do next, and then realized he hadn’t had any calls most of the day because he’d taken his cell phone out of play. He called his own number from the internet phone, and then when his message played hit a series of keystrokes, allowing him to remotely access his messages. Michael listened intently – there were two calls from prospective new clients and one from Ken. At this point, the clients weren’t a priority. But Ken was. He looked at his watch. It was already approaching ten o’clock. He’d burned a lot of time with his research, he realized.
Michael dialed Ken’s number, surprised at how quick he picked up.
“Where the hell have you been? I called you seven hours ago!” Ken started.
“I’m sorry, Ken. I got tied up, and my cell phone’s out of commission. But I’m here now. What’s going on?”
“I’m on my way home from your buddy Abe’s office. I need your ass sitting at my desk first thing in the morning for a sworn statement. This investigation has already taken a turn for the worse, and it only just started this morning,” Ken stated.
This was the demand he’d been dreading, but he’d already thought through how to respond.
“Ken, I’m out of town for a few days, traveling on business. I swear I’ll come in the second I get back into the city. In the meantime, what happened? Why are you so fired up?” Michael asked.
“Shit. Where do I start? Well, first off, there are no bugs in Abe’s offices. None. So if there were ever any there, whoever planted them retrieved them last night, which is obviously bad because it tells me they had free access to the premises pretty much to do as they pleased,” Ken told him.
“Ken, the bugs were there. We can get a sworn statement from Jim if you need it,” Michael protested. Ken knew Jim, so he’d take his testimony seriously.
“What’s the point? At least for now, we have no leads on a perp, so the bugs mean nothing, or less than nothing. Oh, and you’ll love this. Someone showed up this morning and interviewed Abe’s staff, claiming to be NYPD. Only they were there before we even had this as anything but a routine natural death, and the names they used were fake. That tells me that a pretty sophisticated effort is under way by whoever killed your friend, and that they’re not only brazen, but very believable. Everyone who talked to them thought they were cops.”
“That’s…well…have you ever heard of anything like that happening?” Michael asked.
“Never. In almost twenty years of doing this. And here’s the really strange part. They seemed really interested in finding out the whereabouts of some manuscript, that nobody working there had any idea about. Which brings me to my big question, tough guy: do you have any idea what’s in the manuscript the mystery men are looking for, or where it is?” Ken framed the question carefully and was obviously listening with trained ears for the response.
“Ken, I…look, I didn’t think it was important. Abe…he asked me to check because his e-mail attachment had gone missing, which we did. We didn’t find anything. While we were at it, he told me about some of the allegations the manuscript they’re looking for contained, which was directed at the government and its involvement with hit squads in Central America thirty years ago, and a bunch of other drug trafficking-related stuff. Best as I can tell, that’s what it has in it, but that doesn’t really help you much on this investigation, now does it?” Michael reasoned.
“Well, it’s goddamned well important if people start dropping from having read it. And right now, it looks like Abe’s cause of death was knowing too much about the manuscript’s contents, so that makes it pretty dangerous. So the second part of my question, which you never answered. Do you know where it is?” Ken demanded.
“Ken, I have no idea what Abe did with it.” Michael hated to lie to his friend but self-preservation was arguing against full disclosure.
Ken didn’t say anything for a few beats. Finally, he loosed a tired, exasperated sigh.
Ken shifted topics. “Michael, when will you be back in New York?”
“I’m hoping in three days, tops,” Michael hedged.
“Where are you?”
“Meetings in the Midwest. You’d love it if steak and big-boned girls are your thing,” Michael said, trying to keep the lies light. That was the problem with lying. Once you started, you got in deeper every time you opened your mouth.
“Michael, we’ve known each other for how long? Ten years? Long enough for me to accept what you’re telling me at face value. So I’ll play along. You’re in some nebulous, nameless area of the country and you can’t make it home for an indeterminate period of time. Fine. I’ll accept that as the truth, and I won’t call bullshit, which is what it sounds like to me. But what I will tell you is that you’d better watch your back, if my hunch is correct and you know more than you’re letting on, because this has the stink of very bad shit on it. Call me when you get back, Michael.”
And then he was listening to a dial tone instead of Ken’s voice.
So Ken knew it was all BS. He heard lies every day, from every perp who insisted it was all a big mistake and that they were innocent – so of course he’d recognize the sound of it from Michael. But Ken was also cutting him some major slack by allowing Michael to lie. Ken wasn’t a stupid man, so he’d correctly guessed that if Michael was inventing out of town trips to stay away from police headquarters, there was probably a good reason. Michael just hoped that he hadn’t irreparably damaged the relationship. Ken was a good friend and an important asset, but Michael simply couldn’t risk telling him the truth until he knew more.
 
********
 
Koshi was sitting with a group of friends at a loud sushi bar, where drunken karaoke battled with the din of diners laughing and chattering over the cacophony of off-key singing. His party was by far one of the rowdier. A host of bottles littered the table top amidst the plates and cups. He felt his phone vibrate and fished it out of his shirt pocket, and stared at the screen before answering it.
“Speak.”
“Koshi. It’s Michael. Can you talk? It sounds like you’re backstage at a rock concert.”
“Yeah. Hang on a second. Let me get somewhere I can hear you. Give me a minute,” Koshi shouted into the phone, before waving at his group and pointing to the phone. He got up and weaved his way over to the bathrooms, where the tipsy roar dulled to a muted buzz.
“All right, I can hear you now. What’s up?” Koshi asked.
“I wanted to bring you up to speed. The situations we were discussing earlier? It’s looking worse as more info comes in,” Michael said. He went on to describe the events of the day, including the fake cops and his belief that Abe’s death was related to the mystery manuscript.
“Dude, I hear you, but what am I supposed to do? I haven’t seen any signs of trouble, and all I did was check the guy’s computer. I don’t know anything. I can’t tell anyone anything if I don’t know it,” Koshi argued.
“Koshi, why don’t you get out of the city for a few days? Just leave – tonight – and e-mail me in the morning to let me know you’re safe. I’ll sleep way better if I know you’re out of town while we’re figuring this out. I’m not bullshitting you. Please do as I say,” Michael said.
“All right, all right. I’ve never heard you sound like this before. Okay, I’ll skip town and go relax somewhere tranquil and picturesque like New Jersey. I’ve got a cousin who lives there, so easy enough. I hope you’re wrong about all this, Michael, or this is a shit-storm that isn’t going to just blow over,” Koshi promised.
“So you’ll leave tonight? And e-mail me when you’re at your cousin’s? Don’t fuck with me on this, Koshi. Promise me you’ll take this seriously.”
“I told you – I’ll do it, all right, Dad? Jesus. How many times do I have to say it? By the way, in case you’re interested, this sucks big time. Once this is all over. you owe me a huge bonus for the aggravation. You hear me?” Koshi declared.
Michael realized Koshi had been drinking and wondered how sharp his senses were by this hour.
“Koshi, you been boozing?”
“What is this, Alcoholics Anonymous? Of course I’ve been boozing. It’s night in the Big Apple and I’m over twenty-one. What the fuck, man. But don’t worry. I told you I’ll leave, and I will. Now, have a nice night knitting or whatever old guys like you do for relaxation, and I’ll check in tomorrow morning, Okay? Goodnight, Michael – and thanks for a big bag of nothing.”
Shit.
Sounded like he was half bombed, which meant he probably had no idea whether anyone was following him. That was Koshi for you. His devil-may-care punk-ethic attitude was fine for most things, but it was going to get him killed if he didn’t take this seriously. Michael debated calling him back and decided he had to. He couldn’t just let this go.
Koshi felt his phone vibrate and checked the screen again. Irritated, he punched at the mute button and turned the phone to quiet. He didn’t need to hear warnings of doom from Michael every two minutes or have him hounding him to run for the hills immediately. He’d leave, but on his own schedule. And right now, there was a half a bottle of sake left with his name on it, and that took priority.
 
********
 
Michael stared at the phone as it went to voicemail. Koshi was blowing him off. Great. He had no idea what he was fucking with and was deciding to sling attitude instead of getting to safety. Michael just hoped that he was over-reacting to the threat and that Koshi wasn’t in any immediate danger. After all, the surveillance team could be watching to see if and when the manuscript surfaced. That was a valid scenario, and if so, Michael could arrange for it to never be mentioned again. But it was too soon to know for sure, and he didn’t like playing the odds when there was already a body bag to underscore the stakes.
There was one more call he felt he needed to make, which was to Jim, the electronics technician. It was extremely unlikely he was in any danger given that all he did was show up at the office and do a routine security sweep, but Michael felt obligated to at least warn him there could be some fallout from the assignment. At worst, he figured Jim might get the bogus cops showing up and shaking him down to confirm he didn’t know anything, but Michael wanted him to be aware of what he’d discovered. Ken’s call had changed everything.
He listened as Jim’s phone rang and then switched to an automated greeting. He debated leaving a message, but opted not to. Michael didn’t want his voice on record any more than it already was. He called again, on the off chance that Jim would pick up if the phone rang twice, only to get the same result.
Michael made a mental note to call him again in the morning. He was probably already asleep, which didn’t sound like such a terrible idea to Michael, either. He double-checked the apartment door to confirm the locks were secure and went to the bathroom to brush his teeth. It had been another long and stressful day, the echoes of which ran around his head as he gradually fell asleep.
 
********
 
The phone vibrated on the coffee table, blaring its upbeat song before switching to voice mail. Lady GaGa’s Poker Face sounded a second time and then went silent.
Jim’s building was on the upper East Side; a co-op, two bedroom apartment on the ninth floor of a twenty-story pre-war edifice only a ten minute stride from Columbia University. When his mom had passed away, it had stayed in the family. He’d spent most of his life in the same eleven hundred square feet.
Expensively rare tube amplifiers lined one wall, along with a Clearaudio Ovation turntable and stacks of vinyl records, lovingly stored in plastic sleeves in specially-made racks. A 1960s era Marshall fifty watt guitar amp sat in a corner with a 1957 Gibson Les Paul junior guitar proudly displayed on a stand, its original cherry red stain now a salmon color from age.
Furniture was minimalist Danish contemporary and tasteful prints adorned the wall alongside photographs of Jim’s family.
A cooling nighttime breeze rustled the vertical blinds that framed the sliding glass door to the small terrace that was the New York apartment equivalent of a front yard. The Gypsy Kings’ haunting guitars emanated from the CD player; the only concession to modern contrivances in the audio realm that had been allowed entrance to Jim’s world. Some songs were now only available on CD or as downloads, so he’d reluctantly moved in the direction of progress even if the technology was distasteful.
Sirens rising from the street below like ululating mourners punctuated the guitars’ rhythmic strumming and slapping, providing an eerie contretemps to the crescendo of flamenco flourishes sounding from the custom-designed speakers.
A small crowd had gathered around the lifeless form that had only moments before been Jim’s mortal coil, now forever shed after all too brief a flight.
The front door made a muffled sound as it closed almost silently, the visitors’ work in Jim’s abode concluded.
 


Chapter 9
 
 
The tenement block was filthy. The areas surrounding the bleak brick towers were strewn with garbage. Desperation and poverty permeated the atmosphere; the denizens seemed shell-shocked and resigned, the predatory gangs of drug dealers having turned the housing project into a war zone. Groups of confidently menacing youths on foot met cars at the curb and exchanged paper packages for cash, which every few minutes their counterparts on bicycles would swing by and collect, dropping off a new batch of product.
The vehicles that wound their way down the battered asphalt were of no uniform type. Everything from new BMWs to beat up old Chevy Novas crawled the curbs of the graffiti-stained neighborhood, willing to brave the indigenous dangers, their drivers eager to secure the magic formula for a partying weekend night.
The police typically steered clear of these streets; it was not uncommon for gunshots to ring out for no apparent reason, and nobody in a squad car wanted to go home in a body bag because a sixteen year old with a little too much stimulant in his bloodstream had decided to take some potshots at the 5-0. The unwritten policy of the police force was to let the little fuckers kill each other off like cockroaches, and they’d come in once it was safe and shovel up the bodies. Given that the drug business had been going on strong in areas like this one for forty years without any noteworthy impact having been made by the hundreds of billions of dollars expended on the War On Drugs, it was safe to say that the effort was a losing proposition to date. When the enemy in this political conflict was your own citizens, driven by their insatiable appetite for substances made illegal to ‘protect’ them, it was tough to fight a winnable war. All that needed to happen for victory to be gained was for Americans to tire of taking illegal drugs – cocaine, meth, heroin, marijuana. Instead, they were the most prolific consumers of recreational chemicals on the planet. Yet the representative government duly elected by this population insisted on spending a fortune every year on an effort that had been a failure for as long as most Americans had been alive.
A significant segment of most inner-city economies was an underground one, where cash was king and nobody asked questions. The economics of participating in trafficking were easy for even a novice to comprehend: if you were poorly educated or lazy, working a real job, likely in a fast food restaurant, might pay you one-twentieth of what you could make slinging dope on the streets. True, there were significant dangers involved in the drug trade, but that just added to the excitement factor when you were in your teens, suddenly being taken seriously because of your stash and your cash and your gun. Your entire life revolved around the glorification of your fast-money lifestyle and violent creed, from the clothes you wore to the rap music you listened to.
A lowered Impala came rolling around the corner, following two creeping cars – the occupants obviously looking to score – and suddenly, the street in front of the projects became a killing field. The distinctive chatter of automatic weapons fire popped like firecrackers. By the time the ancient Chevrolet accelerated and made it to the end of the block, the bodies of hooded adolescent wheelers and dealers littered the lawn, some groaning and moving, many not.
A few innocent passers-by were also cut down, not unexpected given that an adrenaline and cocaine-charged teen firing an unfamiliar weapon with no training was hardly likely to have a particularly accurate aim. Many of the wounded wouldn’t make it – emergency vehicles took a long time to respond in this particular neck of the woods. It was just part of living in the concrete and brick jungle that housed the projects; a kind of hell to the inhabitants. In that violent world, you defended yourself; you didn’t rely on the police to do so, and you expected no mercy and offered none.
Once the shooting was over, the remaining members of the gang that ran the drugs on the block assembled, vowing to avenge the attack and take down the rival group that had intruded into their turf. They would plan a drive-by of their own at the gang’s main distribution block, killing as many of their soldiahs as had been shot today – and then some. It never occurred to any of the participants that designating twelve and thirteen year olds as soldiers in the wealthiest nation on the planet defied logic – this wasn’t some sub-Saharan African civil war between adversarial tribes, where it was routine to find ten year olds brandishing Kalashnikovs and bragging of the number they’d killed; where the average resident made a few hundred dollars a year and had no hope of any future beyond misery and death. This was any large city in the U.S., a country with the most expensive educational system in history, where the emphasis was on building fortunes and achieving one’s dreams of prosperity, and where the government had spent many billions every year to ‘battle’ drugs, while smugly assuring its population that it lived in the best country in the world.
And so it went, a never-ending cycle of killing to protect the distribution of illegal substances and the mega-profits associated with their traffic. The lessons of Prohibition had been forgotten – the violence associated with criminal cartels controlling the distribution of alcohol, which ended virtually overnight once drinking became legal again, was politically forbidden to speak of. Thus the pattern of violent crime and murder continued unabated, regardless of how many prisons were built to incarcerate an ever-growing percentage of the citizenry, or how many billions were spent on a war against its own population’s appetites.
In the end, nothing changed. Drugs remained widely available anywhere in the nation and were consumed with enthusiasm by many – but the thousand percent profits associated with their traffic remained intact, ensuring there would be continued misery for generations to come as children killed each other to protect the easy money the industry produced.
 
********
 
“Give me an update,” Sid ordered into the phone.
“So far, nothing much. The technician didn’t know anything other than that the office had been bugged. Nothing about the document,” the voice reported.
“Are you sure he was telling the truth?” Sid demanded.
“Completely sure.”
“So what else do we have?” Sid asked.
“We’re working our way up the food chain. I don’t think the staff has any idea what the book agent was up to, so that’s likely to prove non-productive. The receptionist’s account was consistent with the technician’s. The security company did a routine sweep and obviously left the bugs in place, and that’s all anyone knows. She didn’t have any idea about the manuscript. So we’re back to doing this the hard way,” the voice advised.
“What about the head of the security company?”
“We left messages posing as prospective clients, but so far there’s been no contact. We’re watching his place and there’s no sign of movement. Could be he has a girlfriend he’s staying with, or he could have gone to ground. If he’s got contacts at NYPD, he’ll know the agent didn’t suffer an innocent heart attack by now – the preliminary police report’s now calling it a homicide.”
“The security owner, this Michael Derrigan, is ex-SEAL, so he might have gotten spooked by the hardware. I’d just assume he has ties to the police and is now on full alert. My bet is you find him, and a lot of the questions about the document get answered,” Sid advised.
“We’re thinking along the same lines. From the time the literary agent downloaded it to the time he was sanctioned, he only had contact with a few people. Barring someone we haven’t accounted for on the first night, the likely culprit is Derrigan. We’re working under the assumption that he’s read it and is fully aware of the ramifications, which will make our job tougher. But on the other hand, even professionals slip up eventually, so if we can’t figure out where he is, we’ll get him when he does. That’s the least desirable outcome, obviously. We’re turning over every rock we can, sir,” the voice said.
“I want a full report as soon as you know more. I’ll be up late,” Sid directed.
He didn’t like the direction this was taking. In his experience, if there wasn’t progress within the first twenty-four hours of a manhunt like this, then the odds of a successful conclusion dropped dramatically. So far all they knew was that part or all of the manuscript had been printed and was unaccounted for. Abe wasn’t going to be talking to anyone, so he couldn’t tell them anything. They knew it wasn’t at his home. The office had come up empty. And nobody they’d interrogated knew about it.
Perhaps the most disturbing aspect now was a pro in the mix on the opposing side. If Derrigan had the manuscript and they couldn’t find him soon, it was anyone’s guess as to how he would play the next round. Then again, it was almost impossible to stay off the radar anymore, so they could be assured he’d turn up eventually.
But every hour he was unaccounted for increased the likelihood of him sharing the manuscript with someone else, which then would magnify their containment problem.
And there was the more fundamental issue, namely the source of the manuscript. They were no closer to understanding who had drafted the damning document than they had been when it surfaced, which was troubling in the extreme. A review of the contents yielded no new information. The source was highly informed about operations that were at the highest level of top secret, even decades after their completion, as well as about ongoing connections that would prove disastrous if they were made public. The administration would have no choice but to round up some rats before they tried to jump ship – and Sid would be at the head of the line. He wielded an enormous amount of power and influence, but not enough to escape a bloodbath if this went viral.
This was a dangerous game, and the stakes were as high as he’d ever played for. The positive in it all, if there was one, was that his search team was the best, and he could access a lot of proprietary NSA intel if necessary, as well as use Homeland Security to augment their efforts. His team couldn’t go overt but they could come pretty close, so Sid was confident they’d get Derrigan sooner rather than later.
He just hoped it was soon enough.
 
********
 
Koshi was buzzed. His group had polished off a fair amount of liquor at the restaurant and then they’d stopped in for a nightcap at one of the large dance clubs in the Village. The gang had three or four haunts they favored, and the sushi place was closest to a club that catered to a mostly Asian crowd, so they dropped in to see if anything was jumping. It was a Thursday and the crowd was thick, packed to the rafters with those trying to get a jumpstart on the weekend’s partying.
Koshi had downed a few Red Bull and vodka cocktails, and then reluctantly pulled away from the group, bidding them a fond goodnight. It was midnight by that point, but the streets were still humming with pedestrians, so he felt okay hoofing it to his place, which was eight long blocks away. He reasoned the exercise would help sober him up, and began making a mental checklist of the items he’d need to pack for a couple of days at his cousin’s. There was no way he would be leaving tonight for Jersey, but he could get out by six a.m. and be there by eight, which would be fine, he was sure. Michael was over-reacting to what was a completely routine security job. Even if they were questioned, what could he possibly tell anyone? That he had failed to find some old man’s lost e-mail? Wow. Stop the presses for that newsflash. Still, Michael didn’t tend to go off half-cocked, and he’d never been alarmist before, so better to be safe than sorry.
It was a balmy night familiar to early September, one of his favorite times to be out in the city. Summer could get unbearably muggy and hot, but this year had been mild and the fall was shaping up to be a beauty. There were very few places in the world where it was as good to be young, single, and with some money in your pocket than in New York. Koshi was making the most of it. His consulting business paid extremely well – he was always in demand as a programmer as well as a hacker. Of course, the hacking paid far better, and it was truly what he enjoyed doing, so Koshi couldn’t complain about much. Sure, he drank too much on occasion and burned the candle at both ends, but that was what you were supposed to do when you were in your twenties. So what the hell. He had plenty of time to grow up later. For now, life was a party and a game.
Two blocks from his house a figure startled him, stepping out of a doorway and blocking the sidewalk. One of the town’s homeless population, wanting a cigarette or a handout. Koshi was used to such encounters. He fished out a Marlboro and tossed it to the man even as he skillfully avoided any contact. Some of these creeps could be dangerous, especially late at night, so he kept a few feet of distance between himself and the shabbily dressed vagrant. Koshi picked up the sour scent of alcohol and nicotine, as well as urine and general decay.
“God bless you, man,” the shambling form mumbled as he passed. “You got a light?”
“Gotta run, bruthah. Enjoy the smoke,” Koshi responded without stopping. He knew from experience that if you engaged street people you were setting yourself up for them to hit you up for something else. A light would turn into a request for some spare change, which could easily spiral into a demand. Best just to avoid the whole mess and pick up the pace.
Koshi’s combat boots thunked against the sidewalk as he rounded the corner of his block. He automatically checked behind over his shoulder, as well as across the street and down the block, before turning and unlocking the building’s front door. When you lived in the city, you became sensitive to potential threats, and by now this sort of late night scan was routine. Everything was quiet.
He mounted the stairs to his apartment, which was on the second floor, situated over a dry cleaner’s shop. As he stepped onto the landing, he felt a tickle of apprehension. What the fuck. Michael had him afraid of his own shadow. There was nobody around, just his battered door with three deadbolts, and opposite, the door of his neighbor – a geriatric Vietnam vet who drank his dinner and was usually passed out by nightfall. Koshi keyed his locks, humming drunkenly to himself, and pushed his door open.
The electric current hit him with blinding suddenness, his legs buckling like spaghetti as his muscles lost control. The wavering hulk of two figures stood over him, one of whom was holding a cattle prod. Both wore black and were smiling.
“Koshi Yamaguchi, I presume?” the shorter of the two inquired conversationally. Then everything went dark.
 
********
 
The East River at dawn was eerily calm before the bustle of the city got into full gear. Joggers and bicyclists moved along the waterfront paths – the more athletically inclined of the island’s residents striving, as always, to get in their exercise before the workday began. Laborers lounged around roach coaches along the concrete embankments that framed the river, joking with one another before starting their construction shifts.
A six year old boy strolled along, gripping the hand of his eighty-four year old great-grandfather. This was their bonding time. They ambled along the river as the old man had done with his children, then his grandchildren, and now this generation.
Things in the city had changed dramatically since the Great Depression, which was the environment he’d been raised in. His father, a railroad man, had been one of the fortunate few who remained employed throughout those days of darkness. He still remembered the shanties in the parks of that era, the Hoovervilles where the homeless and downtrodden had hung their hats even as the wealthiest people in America rode by in their exotic automobiles on their way to day jobs on Wall Street. Even as a teenager, during the 1939 World Fair, he remembered the stark contrast between the haves and the have nots.
He’d lived in the city his entire life, through the post-World War II era prosperity and the hope of the fifties, through the troubled and divided years that marked the sixties and seventies, when crime soared through Manhattan and his neighborhood went from a relatively-safe family area to a violent ghetto. Then a trend of surprising urbanization and newfound prosperity had hit, and after decades in squalor, he’d found himself with new neighbors who’d paid seven figures for rundown brownstone walkups that had previously housed drug gangs and addicts.
The more things changed, the more they stayed the same, though. The concentration of wealth and power had never been greater with the financial elite than it was today, with some hedge fund managers making as much per year as the gross domestic product of small nations. Even as the average Joe couldn’t afford a cup of coffee on the island anymore, the wealthy got wealthier – as they had done so since the dawn of civilization. There were some things that would be perennial.
For now, the old man had his memories and his treasured quiet time with his great-grandson, Bernard, before he had to get the boy home to his ma so they could truck off to school. These weekday morning walks lasted half an hour and were an important time for the old man; a reminder of the vitality of new life as well as of his ebbing time on earth. The cycle was relentless, he’d seen far too much to try to fight it anymore. He had his small chunk carved out for walks with Bernard, and that, in the end, was enough.
They moved to the river side of the path, taking in the rush of water as it made its way out to the sea. The East River was a source of endless fascination for Bernard; he could spend hours watching the current sweep all manner of debris past their vantage point. It was just one of the many wondrous things the world reserved for the entertainment of the young.
“Look! Over in the water. Is that some kind of animal?” Bernard asked, gesturing with his small hand at an object bobbing against the concrete pilings near the base of the Brooklyn Bridge.
The old man peered at the area where his great-grandson was pointing, straining to see. His vision wasn’t what it used to be. Nothing was, really, but it beat the alternative.
“I…I don’t see what you’re looking at,” he admitted.
“Right there, in the water, by the posts. It’s floating,” Bernard urged.
“Oh, I see. Nah, it’s probably some kinda garbage. Don’t look like no animal. Too big for a dog,” he said, and then finally was able to better focus and get a clearer look at the mystery object. He gasped, then concentrated on getting his voice under control so he wouldn’t alarm Bernard. The little boy sensed something was wrong and looked up into the old man’s dim eyes.
“Bernard, come on, come away from there. We gotta go call the police. It looks like somebody mightta fallen in the water.” In spite of his efforts to stay calm, the old man was twitching with agitation by now. He’d gotten a good enough look to know that what they were looking at was indeed no dog.
They made their way to the nearest pay phone, and with trembling hands he dialed 911. The operator took down his information and assured him there would be a squad car on site within a few minutes and asked that he wait for it to show up so he could pinpoint the location. He agreed to do so, more because he wanted to see how the cops would react than anything else.
The old man and Bernard sat expectantly on a nearby bench, watching the joggers as they waited for the police to show up. It was exciting for them both when the car arrived and the two uniformed officers got out and asked him to show them what they’d seen. It wasn’t often that Bernard got to stand in the spotlight and be the center of adult attention. He nervously walked to the edge of the path, trailed by the old man and the police, and thrust his tiny finger in the direction of the object in the river.
The cops exchanged glances, and the old man read their faces, knowing that this was going to present an interruption in their morning traffic patrol routine.
A grossly distended body bumped against the pilings, wedged there by the current as the river forged its way out into the harbor on its journey to the sea. The submersion had already begun to take its toll on the bloated pale blue flesh of the waterlogged corpse.
 
********
 
Michael woke late and went through an abbreviated workout before showering and making his way down to the coffee shop. He’d toyed with the idea of trying the other place at the far end of the block, but decided against being adventurous with his breakfasts. There was a certain comfort to knowing the food was going to be good and the coffee hot and plentiful, so he saw no reason to broaden his admittedly narrow horizons.
He bought a paper from the magazine vendor and settled into his usual booth. The café was filled with older folks, who had the distinct aura of having no particular place to be or adhering to any well-defined schedule. He supposed that was what retirement must be like – endless mornings at the corner diner, arguing politics or religion with the same acquaintances you saw every day, whose minds had consistently failed to be changed for years. Michael was by far the youngest person in the place, with the exception of a sketchy twenty-something year old couple in the back who looked either badly hung over or in need of a fix. Or both.
He opened the paper and scanned the news with a cynical eye. The government was claiming the economy was in fair shape, which everyone knew to be an outright lie. Inflation was said to be tame, which ignored that items like food and gas were excluded from the data. So as long as you didn’t need to eat or go anywhere or buy anything that got onto a truck or a boat, inflation was low. Gold and silver were up fifty percent over the last two years, signaling that the dollar had fifty percent less buying power. But the talking heads ignored such trivialities, choosing instead to focus on home prices, which were carving fresh lows.
It was funny because, at the time Michael had been growing up, his parents had been staunchly patriotic; to the point where they automatically assumed that Michael would spend some time in the military serving his country. There was never the slightest hesitation. But since then, something had changed. The disenchantment that had begun with the Iraq war had grown deeper after the economy fell apart in 2008, when former Wall Street bankers leading the treasury handed out the nation’s cash to their friends like it was play money. The politicians who accepted the largest funding from the financial sector nodded along like it was all business as usual. And now, many in the middle class had lost much, if not everything, even as those same banks, which wouldn’t even exist were it not for the country’s tax dollars, booked record profits quarter after quarter, and speculators who had helped structure the mortgage vehicles that collapsed the economy made billions while the rank and file picked up the tab.
Everyone Michael knew was in harsher financial shape than they had been a decade earlier, and it didn’t look like it was going to get better any time soon. New York was largely an exception because the entities that had most benefitted from the taxpayers’ generosity were based there, so the money tap was never shut off. But in the heartland, in the states between Los Angeles and New York, the country was struggling as those in positions of power shortchanged them time and time again. It sucked, but nobody had ever told Michael life was supposed to be fair, so he wasn’t in the least surprised. Abuse of power had been a constant throughout human history, and he didn’t see why anything would suddenly change, absent divine intervention.
He supposed he was thinking along these lines because of the manuscript, which made abundantly clear that there were two sets of rules: those for the general population and those that the rich and powerful lived by. That was one of the reasons the allegations in the document were so incendiary – it documented a system so cynical and so different than what was represented outwardly, as to make a mockery of the country’s identity. It was a manifesto to create social unrest on an epic scale. Michael could envision rioting in the streets as a very real consequence. But the real question was, what would the population do if it turned out its leadership had been provably running a drug smuggling, murder-for-hire and financial swindling racket for decades with the most nefarious criminal cartels on the planet – all the while pretending to be their mortal enemies?
That was one of the most troubling aspects of the manuscript for Michael at a personal level. He’d been in active duty and seen his friends take bullets in the 1990s in the Middle East, and he knew more than a few families who’d lost children during almost a decade of continuing action in Iraq and Afghanistan while battling in the name of democracy. It was impossible for him to believe that it was all artifice, but if the document’s revelations turned out to be true, then facts were facts, however unpalatable. It would mean that a lot of what he held sacred and had fought for was a living lie. He could see that there would be a whole lot of angry people out there who wouldn’t take kindly to such information.
How in the hell had he gotten involved in this in the first place? What a nightmare. He almost wished he could just rewind a few days and remain blissfully ignorant. Knowing such truths wasn’t exactly a peace-of-mind builder.
The waitress arrived and delivered his breakfast with a surly flourish, which he observed she did with everyone, so he didn’t take it personally. He dug in and tried to think about something besides the damned manuscript. Which was roughly like trying not to think of a zebra after somebody instructs you: “Don’t think about a zebra.”
Oh well. If he was going to contemplate striped animals, might as well do so constructively. He washed down his third cup of coffee, motioned for the bill and thought about his day’s agenda. First, he wanted to get hold of Jim and warn him there could be some storm clouds on the horizon. Next, he wanted to check on Koshi and make sure he’d made it to his cousin’s with no issues. Once he’d completed those two errands…what was the plan? So far he’d been entirely reactive. That ran counter to his nature. He wanted to do something. Take some sort of control.
He’d start by making the calls he could to verify that all was well. Once that was dispensed with, he had the germ of an idea growing in his head. It was a little outlandish, but he couldn’t see much else in terms of moves. It was still just a kernel but it had occurred to him last night at some point and his gut was now spurring it to grow.
Back in the apartment, he logged onto his new e-mail account and checked for a message from Koshi. Nothing. Fucking Koshi. He could be so unreliable sometimes. He probably thought this was a joke of some sort and hadn’t gotten through his head that this was a real threat.
Michael angrily stabbed at the keys on the internet phone. His call went straight to voice mail. Incredible. He had his phone off.
He talked himself down, even though he was fuming. Getting angry wouldn’t do anyone any good. Koshi could be a dick sometimes, that was all. It was just the way things were. Move to something more productive.
Michael next called Jim and got the same response. He tried twice to no avail. Didn’t anyone answer the damned phone anymore?
That reminded him. His cell phone was doing precisely the same thing to callers. The irony wasn’t lost on him. Michael called into his voice mail box, to find two messages. One was from yet another potential client and the other was from Ken, telling him to call immediately when he got the message. The time stamp was from twenty minutes earlier. He dialed Ken’s number.
Ken cut straight to the chase. “No bullshit, Michael. Where are you?”
“Good morning to you, too. What’s up? What’s so important you got me out of bed?” Michael figured he’d try the light approach to diffuse the obvious underlying tension.
“You have no idea what’s going on, do you?”
“Ken. You called me. I’m calling you back. What’s the problem?” Michael asked.
“The problem? The problem is that Jim, your electronics technician, decided to jump out his window last night and splatter himself all over the sidewalk.”
Michael took a few moments to digest the news. “That’s impossible. How do you know?”
“I check the overnight bulletins first thing every morning. Routine. And I saw Jimbo’s name there.”
Jim had been referred to Michael by Ken, years before.
“Ken. This stinks. No way would Jim commit suicide. He wasn’t the type. I saw him just a few days ago…at Abe’s. That was the last contact I had with him. Fuck. I’ve been trying to call him since last night…” Michael rambled.
“Why, Michael? Why were you calling him? Another job?” Ken’s tone was suspiciously even – always a warning, in Michael’s experience.
“All right. Ken. Look. I’ve got reasons to believe that whoever planted the bugs in Abe’s office is working through my security team. Jim was there – his prints were all over the place. Abe is dead, and now Jim goes curb diving…and the bugs are nowhere to be found. It’s too coincidental, Ken. Someone’s rolling up the team.”
“If they are, it’s another good coincidence that you’re out of town, huh?” Ken observed.
“Ken, since last night, I’ve been trying to call Koshi, my computer guy, who was also all over Abe’s office.  I keep getting the same non-response as on Jim’s phone. Nothing. Dead.” Michael suddenly had a very bad feeling.
“Jesus, Michael. What have you gotten into here? Seriously.”
“I told you. Abe got an e-mail with a damaging document that implicated the government in a whole bunch of really nasty shit. If this is related, and it sure is starting to seem that way, somebody’s trying to tie up all the loose ends that could have come across it. That’s how it looks to me,” Michael said.
“Does this have anything to do with you being AWOL?”
“Ken, if I said I had a premonition something ugly was going down once you told me Abe was murdered, would you believe me? Or more importantly, does that even matter right now? Please – just do me a favor and check on Koshi. He was going to leave town last night, but he wasn’t taking this seriously. I’m worried. I last talked to him at ten p.m. and he was out at some restaurant, and then he went dark.”
“All right. Give me his number and his address and I’ll send a car by to check on him. I hope to God you’re wrong about all this, but I guess I don’t blame you for making yourself scarce under the circumstances. At least you’re still answering your phone…and returning calls.”
Michael gave him the info.
“Is there a number I can reach you at?” Ken asked.
“For now, let me just call you again in a few hours to confirm he’s okay. I’m working on getting a new phone. My old one’s on the blink,” Michael said, feeling lame even as the words left his mouth.
“I should know something by one o’clock on Koshi. Call me then at this number – or better yet, on my cell,” Ken instructed before giving Michael the number.
“Will do. Thanks, man, I owe you a big one. And I can guarantee Jim isn’t a jumper. This is the second murder in this string,” Michael emphasized.
“If you’re right, I have a feeling he won’t be the last. Watch your back. I’ll talk to you in a few,” Ken said, and hung up.
This was far worse than anything Michael could have predicted. Jim was just hired hands who knew absolutely nothing about anything. If someone was taking out even the peripheral players, they were going scorched earth and it was a one hundred percent certainty Michael and Koshi were targets. He just hoped Ken could reach him in time or that Koshi was asleep at his cousin’s after a late night drinking session with the family.
Somehow, Michael found that unlikely. It would be nice, but so would winning the lottery. Hope was a poor investment strategy and an even poorer survival tactic. And Michael wasn’t feeling particularly lucky at the moment.
So what to do? People were dying, so his decision to go to ground had been a sound one, but what now? He couldn’t stay holed up in his friend’s condo indefinitely. Michael suddenly had an overwhelming urge to move, to get out. He long ago had learned to go with these impulses so he began assembling his gear for departure. But where was he going? Where could you run when the entire machine was looking for you?
New Jersey seemed like as good a place as any to start. That way, if Koshi was still in one piece, they could hook up and formulate a strategy. If he wasn’t, then he was further from New York, which was where the search was localized at this point. They had no reason to believe he had left town so the natural play was to stake out his apartment and known haunts – and wait. Because targets inevitably made mistakes.
But they hadn’t banked on Michael being their quarry. That slim edge would disappear soon enough, but he needed to use every advantage in his grasp while he could. And right now, he had first-mover advantage.
He was going to need it.
 
 
 


Chapter 10
 
 
Sid’s day had started out badly and continued downhill from there. He was now getting flack from up the clandestine ladder; from several members of sub-committees that were critical in funding, as well as in looking the other way and not asking too many questions. These were politicians he really couldn’t afford to piss off too royally, and whose careers couldn’t take exposure of any truly dirty laundry.
About the only thing they knew for certain at this point was that Michael Derrigan was likely at least somewhat in the loop – skilled, and hence dangerous. He was a civilian but, after studying his file, Sid understood that he was no ordinary civilian. The SEALs were as elite as the military’s special forces got and you had to be the best of the best to even make it into the training program, much less spend years operating as one. And Michael had been a SEAL for five years before deciding on moving into the private sector, assigned on a number of sensitive and violent excursions into enemy territory. He’d never taken a bullet but had fired his fair share. He’d been discharged with honors.
Obviously, he’d figured out that there was a considerable danger element involved with the surveillance of the literary agent but they now knew nothing more than that he suspected clandestine agency involvement in the bugging, and that he had warned his computer technician to leave town. They also knew that he’d chosen to disappear, but had no idea where, or for how long. And worst of all, they had no inkling of how much he knew, or whether he’d ever even seen the manuscript, let alone read the contents or taken possession of it. The interrogation of Koshi had yielded that he was alarmed and knew there was foul play involved in Abe’s demise. He’d been tipped off by his eavesdropping technician that the hardware was military grade, and that the agent had told him that the manuscript was dangerous to important interests, some of which were governmental in nature. Beyond that, they were no closer to closing the leak than they had been forty-eight hours ago, which was becoming a serious problem.
Sid sipped a cup of hot tea and went over their options yet again. They’d have to continue an active search for Michael, but barring a slip-up or a miracle, it could be days or weeks before he surfaced. He’d be sanctioned whenever that was, because even if he only knew what Abe had told him that was still too much. But what if he managed to avoid detection and simply disappeared? People did that every day. Would it really be so bad if he just evaporated into the great cosmic ocean and was never heard from again?
He contemplated the bookshelf in his dark-wood study, taking quiet satisfaction in the number of rare tomes he’d collected over a lifetime of indulging his passion for books. Sid had a trove of first editions and signed copies, including multiple presidential biographies signed by the great men themselves. Dickens, Poe, Steinbeck, Keats, if there was a notable figure in literature from the last two hundred years, he’d acquired their most precious work.
At this point, he couldn’t see any alternative but to continue on the course they’d begun and wait for a break. It was frustrating, but the truth was that if one man decided to make himself scarce, and knew the right steps to take, it was a big world out there into which he could disappear.
A large part of Sid hoped he’d never hear the name Michael Derrigan again. He suspected that Derrigan was probably wishing for much the same thing, at least if he had any sense at all. Better to live with secrets than die fighting to expose them.
 
********
 
The uniformed officers double parked outside Koshi’s building and leaned on his buzzer. The front door was locked, so there wasn’t a lot they could do but knock and ring the doorbell. A window slid open on the second floor, ten yards to the right of the door. A grizzled face peered out over the fire escape.
“Whadda you guys want? What's the big emergency?” he called down to them, obviously annoyed at the sound from them pounding on the glass entrance door.
“You Koshi Yamaguchi?” one of the cops asked, wiping his face with a cloth handkerchief.
“What, do I look like a Yamaguchi? What are you smoking?” The old man cackled himself into a phlegmy coughing fit.
“Awright, buddy, so can ya help us out here? Maybe open tha door for us?” the other cop asked.
“Fer New York’s finest? You betcha. I’ll buzz you in, an then what happens from there’s your business,” the old man said.
The window slid shut. A minute went by, and then the jarring sound of the electric door opener sounded, allowing the two policemen to enter the small dilapidated foyer.
“He’s on the second floor. Number Two A. Shouldn’t be hard to find,” the heavier of the two grumbled to his partner, eyeing the old staircase skeptically and consulting his notebook.
“Looks like you can skip your Zumba class tonight after this workout,” his partner replied, smirking. Neither had been within a hundred yards of a gym in their lives.
They mounted the stairs reluctantly, sniffing at the stagnant air with distaste. The garbage collection bin was off to one side, its door hanging partially off its hinges, allowing the odor of rotting food to fill the area. When they arrived at the second floor, there were only two doors, so it wasn’t hard to make out which was Koshi’s. One of the officers knocked, calling his name, but there was no response. His partner tried the door handle, which turned.
They glanced at each other, and tried once again.
“Mister Yamaguchi. NYPD. Are you here? Hello?”
There was no response. The cop who’d turned the knob unclipped the safety strap on his pistol holster and drew his gun, pointing it at the ceiling after carefully moving the gun’s safety lever to the off position. His partner followed suit.
“Mister Yamaguchi? We’re entering your apartment now. We have been asked to check on your wellbeing by a concerned friend,” the cop called out. He pointed at the lower part of a leg on the living room sofa, ensconced in a combat boot, which was visible from the narrow hall. “Mister Yamaguchi?”
Nothing.
They moved down the hall until they were in the small living area, and they looked at each other again and holstered their weapons. The heavier officer activated his shoulder radio handset to call in their discovery. His partner pushed the bedroom and then the bathroom doors open with his toe, verifying they were alone.
“Fucking A. Well, there goes any shot at an early lunch,” the heavier officer complained.
Koshi’s body lay sprawled on the sofa, a syringe still protruding from his arm, partially filled with blood. Another junkie who got the purity wrong on a street buy and unwittingly gave himself a hot shot. The scumbag needle-freaks never seemed to learn that heroin would be the death of them. A common story in the big city, and annoying for the police as it would waste half a day processing the body and the scene, which was inevitably a complete waste of time and money.
Ken got the call a few minutes later and instructed the dispatcher to warn the uniforms they were to treat the scene as a homicide, not an overdose. He shook his head wearily, and nodded to Chuck, who raised one eyebrow before standing and grabbing his jacket and gun.
“I’ll fill you in on the way. Looks we have another 187 related to the literary agent. Probably framed to look like an overdose. Seems like everyone who came into contact with the old man’s office is suddenly suffering from a decreased life expectancy. Jim went sidewalk diving last night, and now the guy who processed the old man’s computers shows up with a needle in his arm,” Ken reported bitterly.
“That’s a lot of depressed security professionals in a short period of time…” Chuck commented, deadpan.
“Yeah. That’s what I was thinking.”
“Remind me not to go into that line of work when I’m looking to make some extra cash after retirement. Maybe something safer, like lion taming or mercenary,” Chuck said drily.
They made their way down to their cruiser, and Ken popped a rotating blue light onto the roof before starting the engine and pulling away from the curb into the dense late morning traffic.
 
********
 
The scene at Koshi’s was confused because the forensics group wasn’t sure why they were being told to treat an obvious overdose as a homicide. Ken and Chuck arrived to find them griping, which Ken dealt with in short order. Rebuffed, they began processing the apartment with care while Ken moved alongside them wearing paper booties, so as not to contaminate the area.
“Your boy here doesn’t look like he was a regular user. There’s no obvious evidence of track marks, although we’ll need to get him to the morgue to process him and check his legs and other areas,” the lead tech, Melanie Gomez, told him.
“I don’t think he was a user. I think this might be staged,” Ken told her.
“Well, we found some cooking paraphernalia on the table and two dime bags of Mexican brown, but obviously if this is a setup, that would be the expected part of it,” she added.
“Exactly. I think I’ll go next door and talk to his neighbor, see if he heard anything.” Ken nodded in the direction of the corpse. “How long ago did he die?” Ken asked.
“From preliminary temperature, I’d say ten hours, twelve max. So you’ll want to focus on between midnight and two,” Melanie said.
“Let me know if you find anything that looks odd. I’ll be next door for a bit.”
Ken moved back down the hall to the front door, where he spotted the neighbor standing with his arms crossed, watching the commotion. He was wearing a stained jogging ensemble that looked like mid-eighties K-Mart. His face had the blotchy red quality of a man who put down a good liter of scotch every day by the time it was dark out. He smelled like cheap booze and sweat.
“I’m Detective Ken Romer. I’m heading up the investigation into Mister Yamaguchi’s death and I’d like to ask you a few questions,” Ken explained reasonably, holding out his badge as he spoke. “And this is my partner, Charles Barron.”
Chuck had his notepad out and looked somewhat narcoleptic, about to drift off to sleep. The neighbor didn’t look much better.
“Name’s Sam Rigley. What happened in there? He slit his wrists?” Sam asked.
“This will probably go smoother if I ask the questions. This is just routine follow-up. We can take your statement here, or at the station. Which would you prefer?” Ken asked politely, knowing full well nobody ever wanted to go to the station.
“Uh, I’d just as soon do it here then.”
“Okay. Officer Barron is going to tape this so we’re sure we don’t get anything wrong later. Is that all right with you, Mister Rigley?” Ken asked, for the record.
“Sure, whatever. And you can call me Sam.”
“Great, Sam. Let’s move over to the stairs, where it’s quieter, unless we can come inside…” Ken suggested.
“Stairs are fine. What do you want to know?” Sam asked, squinting at Ken dubiously.
“Did you know Mister Yamaguchi well, Mist…Sam?” Ken asked.
“Not really. Kept to ourselves, mostly. Hardly saw each other. I…we musta kept different hours. I don’t go out a whole lot. I’m a vet, on disability,” Sam explained, as though that clarified everything.
“What was your impression of him?” Ken probed.
“Whadda ya mean?” Sam looked like he was having a tough time following the simple questions and seemed to lose focus every few seconds. Ken noted his hands were shaking with a subtle tremor, which Sam seemed accustomed to.
“Well, you know, was he loud? Did he play music all night long? Did he throw parties? Have a lot of friends over, or high traffic?” Ken suggested.
“Nah. Kid was a freak, looked like some punk rocker but he was quiet. Kept to himself, like I said. I think he was a computer geek. Garbage was always full of boxes for some new gizmo or another. What, was he running a porn operation or something? Is that what this is about?” Sam asked, grinning suggestively.
“So he was quiet, and you didn’t see him much. Does that pretty much sum it up?” Chuck interjected impatiently.
“Yup.”
“How do you like living here? Are the walls pretty thin, do you hear everything? My place, you can hear my neighbor drop a quarter at the other end of the building,” Chuck asked, apparently curious about acoustics.
“Nah, this place is built outta brick and rebar. You could shoot a gun off next door and not hear a sound, except for the traffic outside. That you hear twenty-four seven,” Sam complained.
“Nice. So, again, back to the routine, did you hear anything last night…anything unusual or unexpected?” Ken queried.
“Like what?” Sam fired back, unsure of what answer they were looking for.
Ken tried again. “I don’t know. Anything at all. Did you hear anything last night you can remember as being odd or out of the ordinary?”
“Chief–”
“Detective, Sam.”
“Er, Detective, I tend to get to sleep early, and I’m a sound sleeper with my medication and all. So I didn’t hear nuthin’ last night, or any other night. I was snoozing like a baby till morning.” Sam grinned a barfly’s smirk, his eyes recessed in their sockets, yellowing from jaundice.
“So for the record, you heard nothing last night,” Ken summarized.
“That’s right. Not a thing. Sorry I can’t help you on that. Now, mind tellin’ me what happened in there? I overheard one a your guys say it was a dope thing?” Sam probed.
Ken’s cell phone rang. He extricated it from his jacket pocket and looked at the number. “I have to take this. Detective Barron will finish this up,” he told Sam, and moved to the landing to descend the stairs to the street.
“Ken, this is Michael. What did you find out? Is Koshi okay? Did you find him?” Michael asked.
“Yeah, we found him, but no, he’s not okay. Did Koshi have a drug problem, Michael?” Ken inquired.
“Did he? Past tense…no, I don’t think so, beyond the usual booze and weed thing, although I’m guessing on the pot. What happened, Ken? Why is Koshi past tense?”
Ken explained the situation. Michael listened in silence.
“Ken, you can’t possibly believe that this is an accident or a genuine OD, right? I mean, Jim ends it all, and Koshi ODs within hours?” Michael blurted, frustrated with what he was hearing.
“Do I seem like a rookie to you, Michael? Am I giving off the first day on the force vibe? I hate it when I do that…”
“Sorry, Ken. Really. It’s just…it just wasn’t what I was expecting to hear, I guess,” Michael said.
“Are you sure you’re that surprised? I mean, you seem like you were pretty worked up about making sure Koshi was safe, so that tells me you had a better than fair idea he could be in real danger…” Ken observed.
“I…I assumed the worst when you told me about Jim. Someone’s taking out my security group, one by one…” Michael explained.
“Not just your team, Michael. I called your agent buddy’s office again, and nobody’s heard from the receptionist since the day you saw her. Want to bet a dollar that she’s gone missing? Look, I don’t have a lot of time here, but I’ll give you some free advice. Stay gone until we figure out what the hell is going on here, because otherwise I have a feeling I’m going to be putting a tag on your toe next,” Ken advised.
“Thanks. I get it. But it’s not looking good, Ken. I think you’ll find that there are no leads on any of these, at the end of the day. If this is a covert ops team doing this, they’ll be ghosts and you’ll never get within a mile of them. That’s my best guess given what I know so far, and it scares the hell out of me,” Michael admitted.
“It should. I’ll tell you what. I don’t want to know where you are. And I don’t want to hear any more half-truths. Two of your team are dead, for doing nothing but a routine security sweep. That doesn’t add up. People don’t get killed for trying to recover a file or checking phone lines. So either there’s way more going on here than you’re telling me, and you know what it is, and are keeping me in the dark for some reason, or you don’t know, which is almost worse. Either way, though, you need to stay gone indefinitely. And if you call me, do so from a line that can’t be traced, because this is scary shit and I’m out of my depth on it,” Ken finished.
“This line’s clean. I’ll check back in a day or two, Ken. I wish I could tell you something that would help you nail whoever is doing this, but I don’t have anything that will get you any closer,” Michael said.
“Meaning you either don’t know, or you’re sure that these will never get solved because of what you do know.” Ken was astute, and was losing patience with Michael.
“Either way, sounds like I’m fucked,” Michael muttered.
“At least you’re alive. That’s more than Jim and Koshi can say,” Ken reminded him and then terminated the call. It wasn’t going anywhere, and he wasn’t feeling chatty. Michael sounded scared, and worse, resigned. Like he was facing certain death. Ken didn’t envy him.
Although given what he knew of Michael’s background, it wouldn’t be so easy to take him off the board. He was one tough bastard, Ken knew firsthand. His brother had been a marine and had told him stories about the SEALs, so he understood that Michael was a capable adversary and wouldn’t go down without a fight. He just hoped that whatever it was he’d gotten involved in would eventually die down so Michael didn’t have to have a showdown he could never win.
What a cluster fuck.
He turned and made his way back up the stairs to the apartment. Chuck was waiting for him in the hall, the interview concluded. They compared notes. There wasn’t a lot to go on, and their best hope was that CSI would be able to find something, some trace, to point them in a direction.
Ken doubted that was going to happen, but he still had a trick or two at his disposal.
 
********
 
“Sir, we just intercepted a cell call at one of the active sites. The target was communicating with the detective who is investigating the overdose of the computer hacker. We have confirmation that he’s gone to ground and is probably not in the city any longer. Couldn’t trace the calling number, unfortunately, but we were able to record the discussion,” the voice recounted evenly.
“I don’t need to hear it. Just give me the top level,” Sid instructed.
“The detective believes the OD is a homicide and is handling it as such, treating it as linked to the book agent and the surveillance technician’s fall from grace. He sounds sharp, so we should assume he’ll continue to investigate them as a related set of deaths,” the voice said.
“Do we particularly care?”
“No, not really. We’ve taken steps to ensure these incidents will never be solved and I’m confident there are no loose ends. But I would advise that, from this point on, there’s no reason to continue working the literary agent’s staff. The risks now outweigh any possible reward.”
“Fair enough. I’m not sure there’s a lot more to do now other than monitor the detective’s communications and maintain a watch on the target’s apartment, on the off chance he’s stupid enough to stop by. I think that’s a long shot, but you never know. And of course, implement the usual database monitoring so that whenever he accesses funds or uses a credit card, we’re pinged. Am I missing anything?” Sid asked.
“That’s about all we can do. I understand this is less than an optimum solution, but as of now, there’s nothing to do other than be prepared for whenever the target surfaces. I’m sure he will. It’s inevitable. There’s no evidence of the kind of financial resources he would need to disappear indefinitely, so worst scenario, we have to wait for his cash to run out. The moment he uses an ATM, we’ll know. Just a matter of when.”
“I hope you’re right. So far this man has managed to elude your team with little apparent effort and has now vanished without a trace. Given his background, it would be foolish to underestimate him, or his ingenuity. It’s theoretically impossible he would have made it this long without tripping up, and yet here we are, holding our dicks in our hands hoping he makes a rookie mistake,” Sid warned.
“I agree, and your input is noted. He obviously went dark almost immediately upon discovering the agent was dead, which shows above-average paranoia, as well as significant stagecraft. Then again, his business is security, and it pays to be paranoid in that field. So we can expect him to be difficult to trace. But not impossible. Nobody’s that good.”
“Let’s hope we don’t have to modify that statement to, ‘Nobody’s ever been that good before’. What about the source of the document – the author? Any leads?” Sid shifted gears.
“No, we’ve analyzed it, and there’s nothing to go on, other than an e-mail address. But it’s hosted in Austria, and not only do we not have a lot of reach there, but given the depth of knowledge of our operations and capabilities, we can expect that the Austrian address was set up using a blind account somewhere like the Ukraine, so we won’t be able to get anything on it. We’re still working the issue, but for now it’s a non-starter.”
“Until we discover the source, we’re exposed in much greater way than acceptable. I want all available resources committed to tracking down who drafted this, and terminating him. I can’t underscore enough the importance of us putting an end to this misadventure, with extreme prejudice,” Sid stated, slamming the table top with his hand for emphasis.
“I understand. I’ll report in when I have something more,” the voice said and then disconnected.
Sid paced the floor, furious at the way things had developed. They were exposed. Secrets that could bring the power structure of the greatest nation on the planet to its knees were now out in the world, where they could potentially surface at the worst possible moment. Everything he’d worked so hard to build and to protect, his entire life, was jeopardized. The honor of every administration for decades would be called into question and regardless of how much spin and rationalization they brought to bear, the nation’s allies would know the truth, as would the rest of the world. It would be the end of the empire, with a who’s who of the most important dynasties in the country brought to disgrace and ruin.
On Sid’s watch.
The secrets had to stay silenced; the world could never know the truth – too much would be destroyed, too many of the country’s powerful would be humiliated and revealed to be monsters and thugs. Whatever it took, whatever the cost, that unthinkable outcome could never be allowed to happen. He would scorch the earth and crush whatever stood in his way, but the unspeakable realities of history would stay hidden.
The ghosts of the past and the sins of necessity needed to stay buried, no matter what it took to keep them in the grave.
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King of Swords is a work of fiction. Any resemblance between the characters and real people, living or dead, is coincidental. Having said that, the backdrop and historical context of the novel is based in fact. The drug war in Mexico has been an ongoing confrontation between government forces and the ever-strengthening cartels – now the largest illegal drug trafficking networks in the world, whose primary target market is the United States.
 
Thousands of police and soldiers have been killed in the last decade, as the war has intensified due to a crackdown by pro-U.S. administrations. Cartel members slaughter one another by the thousands every year, as well as huge numbers of innocent bystanders. The brutality of the turf wars that are a constant and ongoing facet of the trade is stunning; well over a thousand children have been butchered during Mexico’s ‘lost decade’, as have countless family members of traffickers, killed in retribution or as a deterrent.
 
The last two Secretaries of the Interior for Mexico died in suspicious air crashes. The Mexican cartels are now the largest narcotics trafficking networks in the world, with revenues that exceed those of many nation states. Roughly ten thousand people per year die as a direct result of cartel violence in Mexico.
 
The Sinaloa cartel is real. The Knights Templar cartel is also real, as is the Gulf cartel, the Tijuana cartel, and the Zeta cartel. New cartels pop up when the heads of the old groups die, and the names change with some frequency. The only constant is the bloodshed; the natural consequence of the economics of trafficking in an illegal substance that generates in excess of fifty billion dollars a year, wholesale, for the cartels in Mexico; a country where the average person makes a hundred and sixty dollars a month.
 
 
 


 
 
A Description of the Tarot Card, ‘The King of Swords’
 
In full regalia, the King of Swords sits proudly on his throne – with a long, upward-pointing, double-edged sword clutched in his right hand, and his left hand resting lightly on his lap. A ring adorns his left Saturn finger – representing power and commitment to responsibility. The King’s blue tunic symbolizes a desire for spiritual enlightenment; his purple cape symbolizes empathy, compassion and intellect. The backrest of his throne is embellished with butterflies, signifying transformation, and crescent moons orbit around an angel situated by his left ear, positioned, perhaps, to lend a delicate guidance. The backdrop of the sky has very few clouds, signifying pragmatic mental clarity. The trees dotting the landscape stand still, with not a rustle – reflecting the King of Swords’ stern judgment.
 
 
King of Swords Reversed
 
The reversed King of Swords depicts a man who is ruthless or excessively judgmental; when reversed, the King of Swords suggests the misuse of mental power, authority and drive. The reversed King of Swords can represent manipulation and persuasion in order to achieve selfish ends. He is a very intelligent character who likes to demonstrate to others his superiority, either verbally or through actions. It is best to be wary of this type of person because, although he may be charming and intelligent, he is remorseless and can do only harm. He has only his personal interests in mind and will do whatever necessary to achieve those interests, even if it means destroying others.
 
 
 


 
 
~~Introduction~~
 
 
Three Years Ago
 
Armed men lined the perimeter of the large contemporary home on the secluded stretch of seashore just above Punta Mita, twenty-three miles north of Puerto Vallarta. The stunning single-level example of modern Mexican architecture sat on a cove, where the heavy surf from the Pacific Ocean flattened out over the shallow offshore reef a hundred yards from the beach. Nine foot high concrete walls ringed the compound, protecting the occupants from prying eyes and would-be intruders. Not that any were in evidence. The property and the coastline for a quarter mile in each direction belonged to the house’s secretive owner – Julio Guzman Salazar, the Jalisco cartel’s chief, and the eighth richest man in Mexico, although his name didn’t appear on any roster other than the government’s most wanted list.
The building’s Ricardo Legorreta design boasted thirty-eight thousand feet of interior space, with nine bedrooms in the main house, separate servant’s quarters adjacent to the twelve car air-conditioned garage, a full sized movie theater with a floating floor, its own solar and wind power generation system, and a full time domestic staff of eleven. An Olympic-sized swimming pool with an infinity edge finished in indigo mirrored glass tile created the illusion of water spilling into the deep blue ocean.
The white cantera stone pool-area deck took on a pale cosmic glow as the last sliver of sun sank into the watery horizon, making way for the dark of a late-November night. The armed men encircling the house were hardened and efficient, exuding a palpable air of menace as they roamed the grounds, alert for threats. The security detail, which traveled with Salazar everywhere he went, consisted of eighteen seasoned mercenaries who were proficient with the Uzis they held with nonchalant ease.
Motion detectors provided an early warning system outside of the walls, where infrared beams crisscrossed the expanse between the beach and the house, ensuring that nothing could penetrate the elaborate defenses undetected. Salazar could afford the best security money could buy, and his private army comprised not only Mexicans and Nicaraguans and Colombians, but also two South Africans and a Croatian. All had seen more than their share of combat, either of the civilian variety in the ongoing drug skirmishes between rival cartels, or in full-scale armed conflict in the Balkans or Africa.
At seven p.m. precisely, the bright halogen headlights of expensive vehicles began making their way down the long road from the coastal highway that connected Puerto Vallarta with Mazatlan, and through the enormous gates of the opulent home. Each car was allowed inside to drop off its passengers, after undergoing scrutiny from the men charged with Salazar’s protection, who inspected the SUVs inside and out. During the next hour, seven Humvees and Escalades discharged their loads before pulling back out of the compound and parking in a brightly-lit area designated for the purpose. Two armed guards patrolled the flat expanse, guns loaded and cocked.
In the constant drug wars that were the norm on mainland Mexico, every minute held the possibility of instant death for those in the trade, and so the men on the security team were in a constant state of readiness for attack. Their vigilance had paid off many times over the past decade, when rival factions had attempted to challenge Salazar’s stranglehold on the Jalisco trafficking corridor. He’d emerged victorious from that series of ever-escalating brutal engagements, the last of which had culminated in nineteen corpses beheaded or shot execution-style in Culiacan over a three month period.
The Sinaloa cartel was the most powerful one in Mexico, and for some time had nurtured its aspirations of expanding its lethal tentacles into Jalisco, the neighboring state to the south – Salazar’s home turf. The Sinaloa cartel controlled much of the marijuana produced in Mexico and had grown to be the largest cocaine and heroin trafficking entity in the world, handling over seventy percent of all Colombian product that made it into the U.S.. Salazar’s operation was considerably smaller, but the brutality of his tactics made him a difficult adversary to encroach upon; after ten years of unsuccessful attempts to execute him, an uneasy truce now held sway.
The lush, planted areas of the compound were lavishly appointed. The beachside pool deck’s verdant landscaping was circled with the flicker of tiki torches – placed there for the big event that was just getting underway. An eighteen-piece mariachi band in full regalia had assembled by the massive palapa over the hotel-sized outdoor pool bar. They aired their traditional music for the guests, who were almost exclusively children and their mothers. It was Salazar’s oldest son’s seventh birthday; the party was an important event. Attendees had come from as far as Mexico City to honor Julio junior’s big day. There was a giddy sense of privilege and wealth in the festivities – the boy had been presented with a pony, along with every imaginable video game and technological miracle a young man could wish for.
Clowns and acrobats japed and tumbled around the sidelines, performing astounding feats of dexterity and contortionism amid long bursts of yellow flame from a troupe of fire-breathers. Peals of adolescent laughter punctuated the melody of strumming guitars and blaring horns and violins, while the women circled the children’s area clutching piña coladas and daiquiris in their lavishly bejeweled hands. All the guests knew one another – Salazar’s social circle was small and exclusive.
Off to the side, Salazar and a handful of his closest male friends and associates stood beside a fifteen-foot diameter fire pit, smoking Cuban cigars and drinking five-hundred dollar tequila from brandy snifters as they discussed business in hushed tones, occasionally glancing a watchful eye over their wives and offspring. Salazar was easily distinguished from the group due to his height and distinctive beard – he was barely five four, and sported a Lincolnic beard in the fashion that his father had affected until he’d died in a car crash when Salazar was nine years old.
Two female dancers in traditional folk garb approached the specially erected stage with a male dancer in the classic Mexican vaquero outfit, who executed a series of exhibition tricks with a lasso, dancing with the whirling rope to the delight of the assembled children. When he was finished, the trio remained on the stage. A spotlight flicked on. From a newly-pitched tent adjacent to the pool, a man in a black suit emerged, flamboyantly brandishing a large sombrero. He bowed to the arc of enraptured kids before finally placing it onto the head of the birthday boy.
The crowd laughed and clapped in mutual surprise – this was one of Mexico’s most beloved singers, popular for two decades before Salazar’s son had been born. He swiveled and moved onto the performance area with a practiced ease and began singing one of his most famous ballads, a perennial favorite with young and old alike. The adults sang along and clapped, as did the children, who were captivated by the theatrical production numbers and the pomp of the event.
 
A small prop plane meandered along the coastline at an altitude of nine thousand feet, its lights extinguished, its radar off and its radio silent. The pilot held up a hand with two fingers extended, and then watching his digital timer, made a curt gesture, signaling to the man in the rear that it was time. The passenger, dressed head to toe in black and with a balaclava covering his face, nodded and gripped the lever of the sliding door on the fuselage’s side, twisting it and forcing it open. He was instantly buffeted by a blast of warm air which tore at his clothes and burned his eyes, until he pulled a pair of night vision goggles into place and hurled himself into the dark, rushing void. The wind clawed at him as he tumbled through the night sky. After counting to twenty, he pulled the handle of his specially-configured parachute harness and whumped to a near halt, the straps straining at the arrest of his descent.
A black rectangular glider-parachute billowed above him as he manipulated it with two handles, until he quickly got his fall under control and directed himself at the glowing patch of coastline where the party would now be in full swing. He glanced at the luminous hands of his oversized military-blackened Panerai watch and smiled under the woolen mask. So far everything was going according to plan.
A few minutes later, through his night vision goggles, he could make out the flat roof of the main house, where three armed sentries watched the proceedings by the pool and scanned the beach for threats. He was now barely fifteen hundred feet above the compound. Even at that altitude, he could hear the music and singing, and make out the shrieks of glee from the children as they chased each other around the party tables to the bouncing melody of the band. As he’d hoped, the volume of the musicians drowned out any hint of flapping from his chute. The rooftop security men were engrossed with the show, so were unlikely to look up.
He connected the right control cable handle to a clasp on the harness, which made steering more difficult but was essential to momentarily freeing up his hand. From a strap on his chest, he grappled with the grip of a MTAR-21 compact assault rifle; a small, evil-looking weapon with a handmade silencer and flash suppressor. The gun was affixed to the harness with a three foot nylon rope to prevent an inadvertent loss during the nocturnal descent. He groped until he felt the familiar pistol grip and trigger guard, and flipped the safety off. He was now two hundred feet above the roof at the far end of the house – the three sentries were still on the beach side of the roof, watching the entertainment and scanning the surf line.
When he was twenty yards above the men, his weapon belched two short bursts, catching all three guards unawares and ending their lives before they could register any surprise. His feet alighted on the waterproofed concrete surface next to them, and he immediately reeled in the chute, securing it in place with one of the guard’s guns after shrugging out of the harness.
Eighty feet away, on the far end of the roof, a gathering of gulls stood with a black bird – a raven or crow – in their midst, silently observing the new arrival from the sky. A sound from below startled them, and the gulls alighted. The black bird remained, as if undecided, and then with a squawk also flung itself into the night.
He stole his way, catlike, to the corner of the house nearest the beach and carefully unpacked the contents of his small backpack, extracting two spare 32-round magazines for the gun, a black nylon rope with a grappling-hook, three grenades and four smoke grenades, a fiber optic scope on the end of a black aluminum telescoping rod, a heavily modified sniper rifle with a collapsible stock, a silencer and ten-round magazine for it, and a waterproof camera. He slipped one of the magazines into a pocket on the side of his pants, along with the camera, and turned his attention to the sniper weapon.
Inspecting the rifle and confirming it was intact, he drew several deep breaths, preparing himself for what was to come. He carefully threaded the silencer onto the barrel and unfolded the carbon-fiber stock, then inserted the magazine and silently eased back the precision-machined bolt, chambering a round. Ready now, he flipped the night vision headgear up and out of his line of sight and peered through the telescoping fiber optic lens at the festivities below. He quickly located the group of male guests and confirmed Salazar was among them. Satisfied that his quarry was in his kill zone, he surveyed the rest of the deck and spotted three security guards unobtrusively standing in the shadows at the base of the portable lighting towers that illuminated the party. Returning his attention to Salazar, he calculated the distance and the strength of the light breeze – not that it would make much difference on a shot that was no more than forty yards; it was force of habit.
One of the fallen sentry’s radios crackled as a coarse voice intruded, demanding a status report. He reached over and turned the volume down, then returned his focus to the celebration, this time peering over the edge of the roof through the scope of the rifle.
Salazar was gesturing at the famous singer like an orchestra conductor, singing along with him, obviously well on the road to inebriation, when the top of his head blew apart, speckling his entourage with bloody shards of bone and brains. A second ticked by as the shocked group registered what had happened, even as the band continued playing, unaware that the party had just come to an abrupt end.
The farthest security guard lurched backwards, dropping his gun as he died, and then the screaming from the crowd began. The other two sentries swiveled around with weapons in hand, searching for assailants. A slug tore the second guard’s throat out as it sheared through his spine, and the third guard’s chest erupted blood even as he wheeled around to his fallen associate. Pandemonium reigned as the women ran crying towards the house with their terrified children in tow. The band fell silent and hurriedly made for cover behind the concrete pool bar, instruments clattering against the deck stone as they took flight.
A large exhibition light exploded in a shower of sparks, then the other three quickly followed suit, and finally the spotlight shattered, leaving only the torch flames and a few indirect wall sconces on the house. Salazar’s friends had rushed to their families and were herding them to safety inside, leaving the pool deck empty save for the band and the trembling entertainers.
On the roof, the uninvited guest tossed the rifle onto a dead guard’s chest and methodically lobbed the grenades over the front of the house, not looking to see where they landed, their detonations ample evidence they’d found a mark where the rest of the guards had been stationed. He raced back to the beach side of the roof, pulled the pins on the smoke grenades and threw them onto the right side of the pool deck, allowing the breeze to waft a dense fog over the area. Satisfied with the effect, he wedged the steel hook into the concrete roof rim and tossed the line over the side. He scanned the walkway that ran along the wall’s edge to confirm there were no armed assailants immediately proximate, and swung his legs over the side, sliding down the rope to the ground, where he landed in a crouch.
From the plants at the side of the deck, the dead guards’ radios crackled with panicked orders as he moved through the smoke to the fire pit, where Salazar’s corpse lay sprawled face down on the white cantera in a pool of blood. He hauled on a shoulder and flipped the body onto its back, then fished in his pants for the tarot card that was his signature. Carefully balancing the image of a crowned man holding a sword on the cartel kingpin’s mangled face, he took two pictures with the little camera before returning it to his pants pocket. He reached down and stuck the card in Salazar’s gaping mouth so that he could be sure it wouldn’t blow away during the ensuing action. Peering through the billowing clouds that largely obscured the house, he pulled the tab on his last smoke grenade and tossed it onto the sand, enveloping the beach with an impenetrable haze.
A hail of bullets tore a chunk of stone from the deck a few feet from him; he swiveled in a crouch and fired a few short bursts from his silenced assault rifle in the direction of the barking male voices. Another bullet ricocheted off the fire pit, signaling that it was time to make his departure. The surviving guards from the front of the house were closing in, and even he was reluctant to take on over a dozen armed men in a wide-open gunfight.
He unclipped a final grenade from his backpack chest strap and pulled the pin, flipping it roughly twenty feet towards the house, and then unclipped the MTAR-21, emptied the magazine in the direction of the approaching guards and tossed it aside, satisfied with the screams of pain from their direction. He wrenched the night vision goggles off his head and threw them as far as he could towards the house before turning to run for the beach. The grenade’s concussion delivered yet another delay for his pursuers – the shrapnel from the explosion would stop any chase long enough for him to get a thirty second lead, which was all he needed. He sprinted to the water line across the luminescent sand and without hesitation dived into the mild surf, swimming energetically as he strained towards the mouth of the cove.
A beam of light played across the water from the beach, and he sensed bullets shredding through the waves around him as he plowed further from shore. Counting to himself, he swam submerged for twenty seconds at a time, coming up for gulps of air before plunging into the safety of the deep.
Once he was past the rocks at the mouth of the cove he angled to the right, and within a few moments reached a slimy outcropping of rocks a hundred yards from the angry killers on the shore. He fumbled around in the dark until he found the smooth fiberglass side of the black jet ski he’d secured there the night before and hurriedly tore the camouflage fabric from its sleek hull and freed it from the rocks. The tide had risen to the point where the small watercraft slid easily onto the waves, and within seconds the engine fired and he tore off into the sea, jumping easily over the surf that roiled atop the reef line.
A few bursts of distant rifle fire chattered across the water but he was already out of range – the shooting was little more than a lament from the thwarted security. Savoring the adrenaline rush as he flew over the small swells at forty-five miles per hour, he reached beneath his chin and pulled the soaking balaclava over his face, jettisoning it into the sea as he plotted a course south, where a vehicle waited on a lonely stretch of beach for his nocturnal arrival.
Tonight would be the stuff of legends, he knew. In a business where money flowed like water, he’d just pulled off the impossible in a spectacular and flamboyant manner. After this, he’d be able to command whatever fee he wanted, and there would be an international waiting list of eager clients. He’d left the card in Salazar’s maw to seal the deal and continue to build his reputation. It had started years ago, as an idea he’d gotten from an article he’d read about the American war in the Middle East, where the kill squads assigned playing cards to each target they were hunting. He’d liked the idea, but had taken it one step further. When he’d begun his career as contract killer, he’d made a point of leaving a tarot card with a depiction of the King of Swords on it, and he’d adopted a nickname that now struck fear into the hearts of those he targeted.
King of Swords. El Rey de Espadas. Or as the press had taken to calling him, El Rey.
It might have been a little melodramatic, but nobody was laughing now that his legacy of impossible kills was the stuff of front page headlines. Not since the days of Carlos the Jackal had an assassin gained such notoriety, and he’d carefully selected the contracts he’d taken for maximum publicity value, in addition to the money. He’d quickly developed a reputation as a phantom, an invisible man – a contract arranged with him was as good as putting a bullet in the target’s brain at the time the deal was negotiated.
El Rey was a star, a legend, and even his clients approached him with a certain trepidation when they required his services. These were generally men who butchered whole communities to make a point, but who deferred to El Rey out of respect.
He’d earned that respect the hard way, by taking the sanctions that were considered impossible and then delivering. In his circles, respect was earned at the edge of a knife blade or the barrel of a gun. It was blood currency. And now, he could name his price. Tonight’s logistics had cost him just under a hundred thousand dollars – the contract price had been two and a half million. Not a bad evening’s work. But after this, his rate would start at four million and quickly increase from there, depending on the level of difficulty.
Off to his left, the lights of Punta Mita’s expansive coastline sparkled in the overcast night. Some of the homes along that stretch of beach cost well over five million dollars, he knew. Rich Gringos and successful narcotraficantes were the only ones who could afford them, and with a little luck, soon he would be part of the elite that called the area home. But he’d need to do a few more jobs before he could hang up his tail and horns and call it quits, and he was in no hurry to retire. El Rey loved the adrenaline rush of the kill; the more planning involved and the greater the level of challenge, the better.
He glanced down at the dimly illuminated compass he’d mounted beneath the handles and made a small adjustment to his course, musing at the direction his life had taken as he sliced through the inky water, effortlessly making his escape into the warm tropical night.
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Bullets peppered the dirt around Al and his partner. They instinctively returned fire, the barrels of their automatic rifles pulsing white hot from burst after burst of armor piercing slugs. Thick smoke belched from a crippled station wagon lying on its side by the mouth of the rural alley where they’d taken cover. The glow of burning fuel intermingled with the unmistakable stench of seared flesh, creating a nauseating haze. A slug ricocheted off the peeling wall, gouging a chunk of brick from the dilapidated surface.
A flickering of illumination from ancient streetlights succumbed to the gloom of late evening, casting otherworldly shadows over the rustic thoroughfare – now transformed to a killing zone.
White noise and static shrieked from their radios – not that they could distinguish anything in the cacophony of the firefight. The concussion of gunfire had devastated their hearing, and the ringing from tinnitus obliterated all sounds besides the percussive chatter of their guns.
Squinting down their sights at the blurs of motion on the rooftops of the bombed-out buildings across the street, they gave each other a knowing glance before squeezing off the last of their rounds. They weren’t going to make it.
This was a deathtrap; they’d been boxed in with no hope of escape. Help was at least fifteen minutes out, assuming their base had received the solitary frantic distress call before the radio had been taken out. It didn’t look good.
The incoming fire escalated to a hail of screaming death. Rifle ammo depleted, they un-holstered their army-issue .45 pistols and fired intermittently in the direction of their attackers, to no obvious effect. They exchanged panicked looks – this wasn’t supposed to happen; just a routine patrol in a secure area with no reason to expect hostiles, much less heavily-armed ones intent on slaughtering them. It was supposed to be a cakewalk.
The firing pin snicked on Dave’s gun as he reflexively squeezed the trigger, again and again, even after his magazine was spent. Al elbowed him back into the fight. Dazed, he stared at the weapon in his hand, before dropping the handgun and frantically fumbling for the scarred knife handle protruding from his belt; he almost had the serrated edge free from its sheath when his head exploded in a blast of bloody emulsion.
Al spat out the essence of his mutilated partner and expended his last pistol rounds in a defiant salvo. He unsheathed his trusty blade for the final reckoning.
 
Shouts in an unfamiliar tongue drifted from beyond the dense smoke at the alley’s mouth. A bright flash momentarily blinded him as a flare bounced down the length of the cobblestone passage before coming to rest a few yards from his now trembling body.
Four figures emerged from the gloom, cautiously approaching the soldier’s hiding place through the fog of cordite and burning oil, their rifles trained on his blood-spattered profile. Pointing at the ludicrously inadequate combat knife clutched in Al’s shaking hand, the tallest of the bearded, turbaned warriors barked a guttural cackle. He handed his firearm to the figure beside him and from beneath his filthy robe withdrew a gleaming, viciously curved blade as long as his arm. He sliced at the air with it, savoring Al’s horrified gaze as it whistled its grim tune. The turbaned warrior grinned maliciously and moved forward.
The angel of death had arrived, and it was time for Al to die.
He shielded his head with his arms, all thoughts of attacking with the knife now gone. The sword hacked off his left hand. Gagging anguish flooded his senses as he watched his arterial blood spray wildly from the stump.
The bearded executioner smirked.
Sobbing, the last thing Al registered as the scimitar descended to sever his head was a bloodcurdling scream from his executioner; a victory yell as old as the god-forsaken hills of the foul dustbowl that had claimed his mortality.
Al bolted awake, the image of the flashing blade still vivid, even as the specter dissolved into a muddy, waking awareness.
What the fuck?
His chest heaved from the adrenaline rush triggered by the brutal nightmare, his heart trip-hammering in his chest as he shook off the bitter remnants of the dream state. He sluggishly scanned his surroundings; dimly visible silhouettes of furniture offered a quiet reassurance he wasn’t anywhere near a gunfight in some non-specific shithole, or being decapitated by a malevolent mullah straight out of central casting. Jesus, that had been realistic. He cleared his throat, wiping the sweat from his face with a damp hand.
A battered air conditioner wheezed from its position on the wall, barely denting the heat and humidity in the squalid room. The bed sheets beneath him exuded an odor of sour perspiration and years of marginal laundering. A car’s un-muffled exhaust roared down the street outside the window; the moth-eaten curtains providing only slim insulation from the racket.
Still, it was better than being beheaded in a mud-hole.
Al tried to sit up but was sapped of energy. Pausing to muster his strength, he registered a tickling on the skin of his right leg, as though ghostly fingers were brushing at the hair just below his knee. He groped for the small bedside lamp on the table by his head and after several seconds found the power switch on the cord hanging down the side. A weak yellow light flickered on and he gingerly pulled the threadbare sheet off his naked lower body.
He froze.
Two claws gnashed at the air over the greenish black carapace of a highly agitated scorpion. The arched tail lashed at Al, its venomous stinger fully exposed. He went rigid, his skin instantly covered in a film of clammy sweat. The poisonous insect became more agitated by this physiological change and, enraged, it scurried up Al’s thigh and plunged its deadly barb into the soft, exposed flesh of his groin.
Al thrashed to full wakefulness, clutching his calf in agony, expunging the scorpion dream as he dealt with this all-too-real distress. The pain was blinding as the large muscle of his lower leg cramped into a rigid ball, taking his breath away as he pawed at it, trying to persuade it to release. His back shuddered with spasms from the effort of bending nearly double – he wasn’t exactly in prime shape for gymnastics and the effort of stretching to loosen the knot had pinched his sciatica, compounding the already excruciating discomfort from his traumatized lower leg.
Harsh experience had taught him to maintain a grip on his toes no matter what and exert steady pressure on the Achilles tendon, pulling and coaxing the contracted muscle until it relaxed. If he surrendered to his back’s protestations the cramp would worsen and the ordeal would go on seemingly forever – either way there would be pain, garnished with even more pain.
Jesus Christ. What kind of fresh hell was this anyway? Why him?
A blurry flash of the prior evening’s debauchery intruded into his labored calisthenics. He vaguely recalled lurching up the stairs to his dingy apartment swigging the last of a cheap bottle of coconut rum after many hours of drunken gambling at the neighborhood watering hole, and the loud argument with the bartender about soccer, transvestites and how the Chinese were Satan’s henchmen but the rest was a blank, with the exception of copious quantities of alcohol. The memory of the rotgut triggered his gag reflex, filling his mouth with bitter saliva as he choked down vomit.
The spasm in his leg eventually loosened and he cautiously slid his legs off the bed and stood up. So far, so good. He kicked an empty bottle out of his path and leaned against the wall, stretching his hamstring while he massaged his back with his free hand. Hopeful the worst was over, Al limped to the coffee table in the studio apartment’s sitting area and collapsed onto the sofa, dimly aware of something wet adhering to the side of his head. He reached up and peeled off the offending item; a slab of congealed lard and dough.
Pepperoni. Nice. How did this get any worse?
His head swam through the waves of dizziness that assaulted him and bile seeped out of his nose. What time had he gotten in? That he’d passed out was a given – meaning today had to be either Friday, Saturday or Sunday. He had a strict rule, or at least a semi-strict rule, against getting obliterated on weeknights so it had to be one of those. He was pretty sure it wasn’t a Monday. He desperately hoped it was the weekend – there was no way he could make it in to work in this condition.
The luminescent wall clock above the TV read 5:30. Probably a.m. given the dearth of daylight. So maybe he’d gotten three hours of sleep. The nightmares were no doubt a result of plummeting blood sugar and dehydration – it felt like he’d spent the night with the devil’s penis in his mouth. He really had to stop overdoing this.
Soon. After he got through the present, that is. Right now he was in no shape to make rash decisions.
He groped through the accumulated trash on the scarred table surface until he found what felt like a cigarette packet.
Empty. Of course. It would be, wouldn’t it?
Rooting around in the accumulated refuse, his hand bumped a cold metal ashtray reeking of a rancid blend of carbon, alcohol and nicotine. He fished around among the butts, trying to find something only half smoked.
Great. They were all soaked.
The stink caused him to retch again. Now he could add vomiting on himself to his pre-dawn party tricks. Gagging, Al struggled upright and staggered toward the dim outline of the bathroom door, hands fumbling for support. He switched on the light and was transfixed by his reflection in the hazy mirror.
Even for him, this was a new low.
Red, bleary eyes had the bleak thousand yard stare of a chain-gang prisoner. Tomato paste crusted around his right temple created the impression he’d been in a collision, as did the now hardened mozzarella flecking his cheek. What was left of his hair was matted into a greasy clump. He resembled nothing so much as a puffer fish that had been hit in the face with a brick. Several times.
At least he still had his health.
Al crumpled onto the floor in front of the toilet and grabbed the cracked rim for support before explosively spewing the night’s excesses into the grimy bowl. He was afraid to look too closely.
He smelled blood.
The cramp threatened to revisit his leg as he heaved and it was all he could do to keep from crying in frustration at the accumulated misery of a body that had completely betrayed him. The spell passed. His hand reached for toilet paper to blot his mouth and instead found the coarse cardboard of an empty roll. Perfect.
He dried his face with the filthy bath mat, absently wondering whether it would wash clean, and depressed the toilet lever, anxious to flush the toxic soup from the prior night’s episode down the pipe. He heard a snap rather than the satisfying flushing sound he’d hoped for. The rusty rod in the tank had broken again; his temporary fix with fishing line and super glue having obviously proved inadequate.
A glance at his watch confirmed it was Friday the 29th. Shit. He had to make it into the office. There was no choice. He was already in deep weeds due to chronic absenteeism.
There’d better still be some emergency vodka stashed in the freezer, or he’d never make it.
He regarded his bloated, ravaged countenance in the mirror. A network of ruptured capillaries lent him the flushed glow of a seasoned vagrant, with skin of a yellowish cast that was disturbing, at best. To say he looked like shit was pejorative to excrement.
He was a complete mess.
Al flicked a speck of vomit from the corner of his mouth and splashed some lukewarm water on his face, knocking his toothbrush into the noxious toilet in the process.
Superb. Thank you, God.
He considered his reflection once more. This had to stop. He’d never seen anything looking so bad that was still breathing. It couldn’t continue. And then he grinned, a lopsided smirk devoid of humor.
Albert Ross, proud member of the U.S. Diplomatic Corps in shit-swamp Panama, Central America, at your service.
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Ernesto gripped the metal handle for support, swaying with the rest of the passengers as the brightly painted bus bounced along the dusty, rutted street. Faded Spanish advertisements for breath-freshening gum and miracle kitchen cleaning products punctuated the ever-present graffiti scrawled over every interior area of the vehicle.
Most of the occupants were dark skinned Panamanians wearing colorful shirts or dresses, as if the vibrancy of the colors could ward off the stifling temperature. A few intrepid tourists sat towards the front, their pale skin and floppy hats proclaiming them as aliens in the tropical landscape. The rich aroma of coffee sloshing in Styrofoam cups mingled with less identifiable odors in the confined space, and for those unaccustomed to such constant humidity and heat it was almost unbearable. But for the locals, this was merely the start of another workday – a Friday exactly like thousands of others before it.
The creaky fifty-year old conveyance might have seemed primitive to outsiders but for the commuting laborers it was a blessed alternative to walking miles in each direction to and from work. Sure, air conditioning would have been welcome but compared to trekking two hours to get to a job that barely paid for food, water and shelter, the ancient converted school bus was welcome progress.
Ernesto tuned out his fellow travelers and watched the scenery go by. Every day it was the same cast and the same landscape. There was the graveyard followed by several barrios leading to a haphazardly laid out strip mall, and then increasingly condensed homes of progressively larger size. He knew how close he was to his exit point by such landmarks. When the old pink shack appeared with its rows of chickens roasting on the makeshift grill, Ernesto rang the bell to signal his stop fifty yards past it.
For eight years now he’d taken the same bus to this very stop and it never once occurred to him to question whether his life had turned out the way he’d wanted, or if some alternative, better reality could be his with just a little more initiative or effort. No, Ernesto was comfortable in his role. He was a cook – not a chef or a showman – just a cook; like his father and mother before him had been in his native Colombia. He actually felt he had it pretty good – his current job was hardly demanding; creating three meals a day in a large colonial villa a quarter mile down a side road from the chicken shack. True, the cuisine requests had seemed odd at first, but he’d long since become accustomed to preparing the largely-vegetarian fare and it was second nature to whip up a lentil soufflé or zucchini curry.
Beyond those simple culinary exercises, work was invariably tedious. He was the only kitchen staff and, but for the small black and white TV he was allowed on the counter by the refrigerator, he would have died of sheer boredom. Still, many workers had it far worse; and the pay was good, as were the hours. Nine to seven, six days a week, with Sundays off – he always prepared Sunday’s meals on Saturday so the staff only needed to warm them in the microwave.
Ernesto had mixed feelings about his existence in Panama. He lived in a small row house in an outlying barrio. It wasn’t bad – had running water – and four years ago they’d finally installed electricity. To an outsider it would have been a frightening area; run down, poor and dangerous, but to Ernesto it was simply where many people like him lived. Sure, it had its fair share of crime – mainly burglaries at night, and assaults on weekends when disagreements broke out after a long day’s drinking – but he knew all his neighbors, and they watched each other’s’ backs.
He wished he’d met and married someone special and started a family but with his schedule and limited means there hadn’t been a lot of prospects. Even in Panama, a chubby, thirty-seven year old cook who spent his free evenings and discretionary income at the bordellos in town wasn’t at the top of the food chain for desirable mating material. Besides, the barrio women were usually dark and coarse and illiterate. Ernesto considered himself superior to them.
Originating from Colombia, with light brown skin and green eyes, Ernesto not only knew how to read and write but also had a vocational skill that earned him more than most in his circle. Getting trapped in a marriage with a flat-footed mestizo girl who’d swell to two hundred pounds within a few years of their nuptials wasn’t for him. He preferred the company of the professional ladies of the city, and if he had to pay, well, that’s why he worked and made money. It wasn’t like he had an extravagant lifestyle; no car, a few hundred dollars a month rent between him and his roommate, thirty dollars for utilities, and the rest for entertainment, with a small portion set aside for savings with the local loan shark
Nobody used banks in his neighborhood – they asked too many questions, were suspicious of cash and paid laughably low interest. In virtually every barrio in Central America the neighborhood convenience store ran a profitable side business lending money; and they tended to be trustworthy custodians for savings. He methodically gave the local market owner $200 each month, as he had for three years, and earned fifteen percent annual interest. Sure, the owner lent the money out at sixty percent, but Ernesto was satisfied with a quarter of that as his cut because the owner took all the risk. And Ernesto was building a nest egg. Perhaps one day he could return to Bogota and meet a nice girl – someone with an education who worked in a shop or an office – his savings could easily provide the beginning of a life together. But for now, a little paid romance twice a week did the trick.
 
Such were Ernesto’s thoughts as he strolled towards the familiar high-walled compound. He punched the red intercom button by the ornate iron gate and the overhead camera mounted at the top of the support beam swiveled towards him. Just as it did every day. The lock buzzed and he entered the grounds. It was a large piece of land, no doubt had belonged to a wealthy colonial landowner back in the day. There were a number of buildings scattered around the two story main house – several garages, servants’ quarters, a kennel and stables, and a large corrugated steel storage shed he knew was used as an office. He believed the place was owned by a powerful Gringo because there was always an armed retinue of at least four Gringo guards patrolling the interior, day and night, often accompanied by several large German Shepherds.
Armed compounds weren’t particularly unusual in Central America, given the often bloody manner in which the narcotraficantes settled their disputes, along with the ever-present danger of kidnapping for the wealthy and their families. Ernesto had grown so accustomed to the presence of the gunmen he barely registered them beyond giving them a salute or a wave, which they always reciprocated. The entire time he’d worked there he’d never heard of any altercation or problems, so the sentries and high walls topped with razor wire had obviously served their purpose. This was one the of the last places on the planet anyone would want to rob. There were far easier targets.
He’d never met the owner he’d been cooking for – not once in his eight years at the villa. Clearly the man or woman had reclusive tendencies. Fine by him. His weekly salary was always paid in American dollars, and never late, so as far as he was concerned things couldn’t have been better. He simply had to follow the written menu that invariably awaited his morning arrival but was largely left to his own devices beyond that. The shopping was done by parties unknown and the pantry and large double-width refrigerator were always brimming with fresh supplies. It was like working in a small hotel – he kept to himself, stayed out of the way, did his job, and everyone left him alone. His contact person was a bi-lingual Gringo named Stanley, who checked in with him several times a week in addition to handing him his pay envelope.
This morning was Friday. Payday. Ernesto knew that at 10 a.m. on the dot, Stanley would enter the expansive kitchen, chat for a few minutes and then give him his wages – always in twenties. The routine never changed.
But today the activity around the villa was unusual. Four new vehicles sat by the garages – big SUVs, late model, with their rear deck lids open. The sentries no longer carried their weapons and were ferrying crates and boxes from the house. There were at least fifteen unfamiliar people helping move the items, some of which were large trunks.
Ernesto was troubled. This was a first.
He entered the kitchen and placed his backpack onto the counter by the TV as he did every day before approaching the large island to see what the day’s menu consisted of. But today there was no menu. Instead, there was a handwritten note in Spanish, signed by Stanley, along with a brown envelope. He picked up the note and read the terse missive.
“Ernesto, your services won’t be required any longer. Sorry for the lack of notice but I just found out last evening. We’re moving on Friday. The envelope has two week’s pay in it. Good luck finding another position. You’re a good cook.”
Ernesto opened the flap and peered inside at the paltry wad of twenties. Unbelievable. He was now unemployed, even though he’d never missed a day’s work – except when his mother had died – and all he got by way of thanks was one lousy extra week’s pay? Ernesto sat heavily beside the island and read the note again. Stanley hadn’t even bothered to show and personally deliver the news – Ernesto just got a short letter. Why not just text message him on the bus on the way in? What a thoughtless way to reward almost a decade of loyal service. Gringos were all the same. You couldn’t trust them; they viewed anyone foreign as beneath contempt – just cheap little robots for their own convenience, unworthy of the most cursory consideration.
He deserved better than this. Whether Stanley wanted to talk or not, Ernesto intended to have a conversation with him. This wasn’t over – not like this. For the first time after his eight years in the compound he shouldered his backpack and moved through the connecting double doors into the hall that led to the main house. It was buzzing with activity; men hastily carting boxes from the house to the vehicles. Ernesto was invisible to them; just another of the locals hired to move their belongings and clean up after them. He realized he had no idea where to find Stanley – even if he was still in the villa. His indignation rapidly fading, he stopped outside one of the open doorways halfway to the main wing. Glancing inside, he saw several monitors, some audio-visual gear and a case filled with about a dozen late model video cameras.
Ernesto looked up and down the hall. It was temporarily deserted. Overcome by an impulse he didn’t completely understand, he leaned into the room and grabbed the nearest camera, hurriedly stuffing it into his bag before closing the lid on the camera container. He scanned the hall again. Nobody had seen anything.
He stood for a moment in the hall, internally debating his next move, when a man in one of the house ‘uniform’ windbreakers rounded the corner. The Gringo stopped when he saw Ernesto and spoke to him in rapid, clipped Spanish without any hint of an accent.
“What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded.
Ernesto’s righteous indignation buckled, replaced by fear of being caught. “Er, nothing, sir...I was actually looking for Mister Stanley...”
“Stanley? He’s gone. Who are you?”
“Ernesto. The cook. I really need to speak with Mister Stanley...”
“He’s gone, and he’s not coming back…just like you.” He narrowed his eyes. “You shouldn’t be here. You need to leave the area right now.”
“But I–”
“I’m not going to repeat myself. Get out of here – now – or I’ll have you removed by the guards.”
Ernesto weighed his anger at his abrupt termination against the likelihood of being prosecuted for stealing an expensive piece of electronics.
Discretion won the day.
“All right,” Ernesto protested. “But you tell Mister Stanley the way he treated me isn’t right. It isn’t right.”
The man regarded him with a stony stare and pointed to the kitchen door.
Ernesto got the message. He turned and slunk back down the passageway, through the kitchen and out of the compound.
Eight years, and the fuckers boot him out just like that.
Chinga tu Madres, Putas.
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