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Аннотация
While on much needed R&R in southern England, Captain Grant Stevens is unexpectedly drawn into a plot of unthinkable terror.
A surprise encounter. A mysterious death. A letter. Those are all he has to go on, until his instincts kick in. Top secret documents stolen from an RAF base may have been handed over to terrorists, a base hiding a stockpile of nuclear weapons.
Stevens, and his long-time friend, Lieutenant(j.g.) Joe Adler, have less than seventy-two hours to identify all the players and piece together the entire, terrifying puzzle. Resting in their hands are the lives of thousands of unsuspecting citizens. Failure means catastrophe.


Jamie Fredric
Last Op

Home of the Free
Because of the Brave

All Gave Some
Some Gave All

For All Those Who Served


Prologue

RAF (Royal Air Force) St. Mawgan is located on the southwest coast of England just ten minutes north of the popular seaside town of Newquay (pronounced ‘Newkey’). Originally a civilian airfield, it was “requisitioned” at the outbreak of World War II as a satellite base of nearby RAF St. Eval. During the period 1940 to 1941, the Germans bombed St. Eval because of its strategic importance.
In June 1943 the U.S. Army Air Force took over the base and carried out a number of major improvements. A new control tower was built and the main runway was widened and extended, turning it into one of the widest runways in England. Reopened as a Coastal Command base in 1951, it was used for maritime reconnaissance, flying Lancaster and Schackleton aircraft.
Beginning in 1956, the Vulcan, a jet-powered, delta wing strategic bomber, was flown by the RAF, then replaced in 1962 by a more improved Vulcan B2. The new aircraft featured more powerful engines, a larger wing, an improved electrical system, and ECM (electronic countermeasures). The Vulcan was the backbone of the United Kingdom’s airborne nuclear deterrent.
On October 2, 1969, an RAF crew flew the Nimrod XV230 aircraft to its base at St. Mawgan, where the Nimrod maritime operational training unit (MOTD) was formed.
Since 1962, two jets in every major RAF base were armed with nuclear weapons. They were on standby permanently under the principle of QRA (Quick Reaction Alert). Vulcans on QRA were to be airborne within four minutes of receiving an alert, as this was identified as the amount of time between warning of a USSR nuclear strike being launched and the time it would arrive in Britain.
In 1965 Prime Minister Harold Wilson and President Lyndon Johnson signed an agreement to store U.S. nuclear depth bombs at St. Mawgan for the Dutch Navy’s ASW (anti-submarine warfare) aircraft and for other members of NATO. Similar weapons for U.S. and British aircraft were also stored at this base.
The MK 57, a tactical nuclear weapon, was designed to be dropped from high-speed tactical aircraft. It had a streamlined casing to withstand supersonic flight and weighed about five hundred pounds. It was later reclassified as the B57.
B57s were under U.S. Marine Corps guard at RAF St. Mawgan.

Chapter 1

Near RAF St. Mawgan
Cornwall, England
0130 Hours
Friday
The piercing sound of a high revving engine shattered the silence of the quiet English countryside. Traveling along a dark, narrow two-lane road, the red car hit speeds up to one hundred ten miles an hour on the straightaways. The driver handled the 1275cc Austin Mini Cooper ‘S’ like a race driver, shifting gears rapidly just before putting the car into a slide around the curve. Then he simultaneously hit the clutch, shifted again, then stepped on the gas. Five inch J wheels dug into the blacktop.
There was little room for error. Lining both sides of the road were Cornish hedgerows, made of large stone blocks on either side of a narrow earthen bank, held in place with interlocking stones. But Derek Carter knew this road even better than the very street he grew up on.
For twenty-five years he’d lived with his parents, in the same house, on the same street in Bodmin. After graduating high school, he worked as a caretaker for the local primary school.
He’d driven the infamous Bodmin Moor at its worst, with fog so thick he resorted to hanging his head out the window, trying to follow a painted white line down the middle of the road. An even greater and more exciting challenge was driving a road without lines under the same conditions.
Adverse conditions, a feel for the road, a car responding to his slightest touch. That’s where his love of driving began.
Then two years ago he landed a position at RAF St. Mawgan. Although the job was again as a caretaker, he was grateful to finally be out of Bodmin.
He rented a one-room flat over a clothing store in the center of Newquay, not far from the Sailor’s Arms pub, a popular hangout for locals.
* * *
He practiced the route night after night. He had nothing to say about the time, nor the place of the drop. All he had to do was drive.
Every curve, every road imperfection had been memorized. He knew what lay beyond each individual curve. Fifty yards past curve number five was the first of two turnoffs, leading into open fields and private property. The second was twenty-five yards past curve number nine. If he suspected he was being followed, one of these turnoffs might be his only chance to lose the vehicle.
With each practice run he tried driving faster, pushing it, trying to knock minutes off his time. He even attempted to make the drive without headlights, but the road was too dark, the risk too great. He wasn’t that crazy.
He glanced quickly in the rear view mirror. His instructions were to be sure that no one followed him to the rendezvous point. No one. The drop had been made on time, in the exact location specified, at the fork in the road, then five paces to the left of the signpost. Within seconds of picking up the package, he was back on the road.
The package. Just a large envelope, sealed inside a plastic bag. He’d tossed it on the passenger seat, not giving it a second thought. His only concern was making the delivery, not what was inside the envelope.
Still no sign of headlights behind him. Now, there were only four more miles to go to the quarry where he’d meet his contact. All he had to do was hand over the envelope, then pick up his money. After that, his drive to Poole should only take three hours, and with twin ten gallon fuel tanks, he wouldn’t have to stop, giving him plenty of time to catch the ferry to Cherbourg. From there he intended to disappear into the French countryside.
China Clay Pits
Near St. Austell
Cornwall
China clay is highly decomposed granite, rotted by the action of water. Powerful jets of water are directed against the sides of the pit, washing away everything in their path. The clay, together with sand, stones, etc., is carried to the bottom of the pit. After repeated washings, the clay is separated from the waste, pumped up to the surface, then undergoes further washing and filtering. The resulting waste is conveyed to the top of the burrow and tipped out by special apparatus. Once sand and impurities are removed, the clay is taken to a long, one story building with a furnace at one end and a tall chimney at the other. The floor is heated, the surplus moisture is extracted, and finally, the clay is loaded into railway trucks for transport.
* * *
Gearing down, Carter turned off the main road onto Peters Hill Road. As instructed, he drove past the first quarry to the end of the road, then he crossed Old Pound Road to the next larger quarry.
He brought the Cooper to just under twenty miles an hour. Driving past a set of buildings, he glanced at a lighted sign above the door on the first building indicating it was the office. The next long building appeared to be the drying facility. Both buildings were dark inside. He turned left, then made a right at the fork. His instructions were to drive to the top of the clay pit above the water-holding pond; then he was to wait.
Driving up the hill, he flipped on the high beams, then followed a narrow road for about a hundred yards. The tires kicked up white clay residue, spraying the powdery substance across the car’s underbelly and lower door panels.
He turned on the overhead light and glanced at his watch. Ten minutes early. Shutting off the headlights, he left the parking lights on. Opening the glove box, he removed a pack of Players No. 6 cigarettes, the most popular brand in England. He tapped the bottom of the pack, then drew one out between his lips. Tossing the pack into the glove box, he opened his door, got out, then lit the cigarette with a disposable lighter. He took a long drag, making the tip of the cigarette glow red hot. Leaning back against the car, he slowly blew out individual rings of smoke, watching each one dissipate into the air.
Flicking off an ash, he glanced overhead. The evening was cool with a perfectly clear night sky. The silence gave him a chance to think about his new life in France and what it would be like.
He took another drag from the cigarette, when he spotted a glimmer of light. Headlights. He dropped the cigarette, then walked behind the Cooper and waited. Gradually, the sound of a car engine cut into the silence. Headlights grew brighter.
The vehicle was still thirty yards away, around the backside of a curve, when it stopped. He started walking when it started forward again, coming around the curve, continuing toward him. Carter squinted and shielded his eyes with a hand to his forehead. Then, the car came to a standstill. The driver killed the engine.
Leaving the headlights on, the driver got out and closed the door. From the brief moment the inside overhead light came on, Carter got a glimpse of the driver, but not enough for recognition. What he did recognize was the vehicle — a dark-colored Range Rover.
The man came toward the front of the Rover. Carter didn’t move. “I assume you have the envelope, Mr. Carter.”
Carter immediately recognized the voice and accent as the same person who contacted him, who asked him to be part of something. Something important. Something extremely confidential. Carter judged the man to have had proper upbringing, probably having attended a school such as Oxford.
“I have it,” Carter answered, lowering his hand and turning his head slightly to avoid the bright headlights. “I assume you have my money?” No answer. He shrugged his shoulders, then turned around and started to walk to the front of the Cooper.
The man gave a word of warning. “I’d be careful if I were you.”
“Don’t worry. The bloody package is on the passenger seat. Okay?” No response, so Carter opened the door and lifted the envelope from the seat. Walking slowly, he held it out in front of him until he was just a few feet away, finally getting a better glimpse of his contact: medium height, blond or possibly gray hair, small features, wearing shirt and tie, dark slacks, dark cardigan sweater.
“Now, please back up against your car while I check the contents,” the man said.
Carter obeyed. “I don’t have a bloody weapon, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
Placing the envelope on the side of the hood, the man ignored Carter’s remark, then proceeded to remove the envelope from the plastic. He slid a finger along the seal and pulled out three papers, holding them in front of the headlights. Smiling briefly, he stuffed them back inside the envelope.
Carter extended an arm and pointed toward the envelope. “I guess that’s what you were looking for. I’ll take my money and be on my way. I have plans.”
“I appreciate the risk you took, Mr. Carter, and I thank you for making the delivery on time and without incident.” He held up the envelope, saying, “I am grateful that you did not let your curiosity get the best of you.” He reached into his trousers side pocket and withdrew a thick, white envelope, holding it toward Carter.
Carter’s full attention was on the envelope. He had no idea someone was behind him. The envelope was almost within his grasp, when everything went black. He didn’t know what hit him. He collapsed in a heap by the rear of the Cooper, not dead, but unconscious. A trickle of blood slid down his temple, rolling across his eyelid.
Standing over him, holding a Smith & Wesson, was Victor Labeaux’s assigned bodyguard, Brady Farrell. He re-gripped the pistol by the handle, then put it in his leather shoulder holster.
He bent down, put his hands under Carter’s arms, then dragged him to the front of the Cooper, propping him up in the passenger’s seat. Walking around to the driver’s side, he signaled Labeaux. Farrell shoved his stocky girth behind the Mini’s steering wheel.
Following a path that transport trucks drove on during daylight work hours, he kept the car in first gear, with parking lights only, slowly going uphill until the path leveled off.
Checking that Carter was still unconscious, he put the car into neutral, then dragged Carter to the driver’s side. After Carter was secured behind the wheel, Farrell rolled the window down. Grabbing the steering wheel, he directed the car closer to the edge of the pit until the front wheels started sliding on damp ground. A final push and the car went over the rim.
Picking up speed, the small car skidded across the slick surface, until the tires hit patches of dry clay. The momentum flipped it over onto its roof. The windshield shattered. Wet and dry clay sprayed throughout the interior. Going into a spin, the Cooper continued sliding down the steep hill, finally hitting the water, throwing greenish water and sludge everywhere. Within seconds, the car, and Derek Carter disappeared.
Labeaux slowly walked to the opposite side of the Rover and got in the passenger side. Closing the door, he stared into the darkness, waiting for Farrell to return.

Chapter 2

Porthgwarra,
Small Coastal Village
Near Land’s End
During summer months, it wasn’t unusual for the water temperature to reach sixty-two degrees in the Celtic Sea. When the sea was calm, visibility underwater could be sixty-five feet, but the currents here can be strong. It’s at this point where sea meets the English Channel.
Today he wore a regular wetsuit, more than enough to keep him comfortable, considering the temperatures he’d been exposed to in the past. He still remembered the sensation of sudden chills as freezing water would seep into the neck of his drysuit when missions took him into the Bering Sea, North Atlantic or Pacific.
He didn’t have his Draeger, only scuba tanks, swim fins and mask. Grant Stevens wasn’t on any mission, but on two weeks’ leave. And he was in one of his favorite playgrounds — water.
Six days ago he arrived at RAF Mildenhall and spent the night at the military lodge. The next day he rented a car and drove seventy miles to London. After making a quick stop at Navy Headquarters on Audley Street, he headed to his final destination for some well deserved R&R.
Newquay, once just a small fishing port, had grown into a favorite vacation spot for the British. The population was normally fifteen thousand, but during the summer season it swelled to nearly one hundred thousand. This coast of England had become known as the “Cornish Riviera.”
Quaint shops lined narrow streets throughout the downtown area, with Newquay Harbor sheltering a small fleet of fishing boats and private boats, both motor and sail.
Tolcarne, Towan and Fistral were three of the popular wide, soft sand beaches near downtown, with Fistral being a famous beach for surfers. A well-known fact for those who came here, was the tide along this coast could range from ten to twenty feet.
Grant wasn’t here for sightseeing, though. He came specifically for scuba diving. The southern point of the U.K. was known for having some of the best dive sites in all of Cornwall.
* * *
Hearing the sound of scuba bubbles, Grant swam around the forward section of a sunken ship. Today’s dive was a non-penetration dive, meaning he and his dive buddy would only swim over and around the outside of this particular wreck. He checked the oxygen levels in his tanks then gave an okay sign to his dive buddy who was swimming toward him.
When Grant drove down from Newquay in search of a dive boat, he met Chaz Davis. Davis was one of the owners of the dive shop, Ro An Mor (in Cornish means “Pride of the Sea”), and the dive boat — Goin’ Down. When Davis asked about Grant’s diving qualifications, Grant simply said he was a Navy diver on leave.
Davis, thirty-two years old, was nearly six feet tall, with straight, sandy-colored hair hanging just below his ears. He looked as if he worked out at the gym everyday, but it was the constant lifting of scuba tanks and swimming in strong currents that kept him in shape.
He reached for a small underwater slate and pencil attached to his weight belt. He wrote: “Reef?”
Grant responded with a thumb’s up, and the two swam side by side toward the granite pinnacle.
The granite pinnacle of the Runnel Stone rose from one hundred fourteen feet or more, to within twenty feet of the surface. At one time the pinnacle used to show above the surface at low water. In 1923, the SS City of Westminster was headed to Rotterdam when it struck the pinnacle, knocking the top off. The remains of the ship rested in ninety-eight feet of water, jammed into a gully on the eastern side of the stone.
The position of the Runnel Stone, one of the most dangerous areas for ships, was currently marked by a buoy with a flashing light and bell that pealed with the movement of the waves.
Ascending the reef slowly, they encountered a variety of marine life, then with one arm reaching straight overhead, they broke the water’s surface.
Grant removed his mouthpiece, spitting out seawater. Treading water, he raised the face mask, letting it rest on top of his head. Davis was next to him, waving for the dive boat.
“That was one helluva dive!” Grant said with a grin, as he shook water from his head, then wiped a hand over his face.
Davis gave a thumb’s up. “Wait until tomorrow when you see the next spot!”
The dive boat pulled alongside. The two men handed their swim fins to one of the crew, then they climbed the ladder onto a teak platform on the stern. They sat on the edge, their legs dangling over the side, as a crewman helped them with their tanks.
Grant pushed his wetsuit hood back, as he was handed a towel. “So, where we going tomorrow?”
Davis scrubbed his hair with a white towel, as he answered, “Mount’s Bay. There’s a wreck of a steamer down about thirty meters. Her hull is pretty much intact, with the screw and rudder still in place.”
Grant nodded. “Hey, isn’t that where St. Michael’s Mount is?”
“It is,” Davis answered. “Want a tour?”
“When we’ve finished touring underwater!”
St. Michael’s Mount is the Cornish counterpart to Mont Saint Michel in Normandy, France, with the same wicked tides. It was simply known by the local Cornish as “The Mount.”
“Ready to head in?” Davis asked, as he stood on the platform.
“Let’s go,” Grant responded, as he followed Davis into the boat. Grant changed into a pair of jeans, white T-shirt and sneakers. A shower would have to wait until he got back to the hotel.
Once the boat was docked in the harbor and the gear offloaded, the two men rinsed their wetsuits with fresh water, then Grant stored his in a wetsuit bag.
Davis walked with him to the rental car, a British racing green MGB roadster. The convertible top was down.
“Where are you staying in Newquay, Grant?”
“The Atlantic,” Grant answered, dropping the wetsuit bag in the boot (trunk). He went around the side and reached over the door, lifting his baseball cap from the seat.
“Have you been to the pub, the Sailor’s Arms?”
Grant shook his head, as he put on his cap. “No. Something special?”
Davis laughed. “Well, it was until you Yanks invaded!”
Arching an eyebrow, Grant asked, “We invaded a pub?”
“Yank Marines and Navy from St. Mawgan have called it ‘home’ for several years now. Why don’t I drive up and meet you there tonight? We’ll lift a pint or two.”
“Sounds good! How about 2100 hours? That’s nine p.m. Brit time,” Grant smirked. He eased his 6’1” frame behind the right-hand drive steering wheel, then started the engine, and shifted into first gear.
Davis slapped the car door. “Stay on the proper side of the road, Yank! That’s the left side to you!”

Chapter 3

Newquay, Cornwall
1930 Hours
Friday
Built in 1892, the Atlantic Hotel sat on ten acres of headland, overlooking Newquay Bay, the harbor, Towan Beach, and the rugged Cornish coastline. During World War I, the hotel was transformed into a hospital. After the war, alterations were made and it re-opened as a hotel, having undergone several renovations since.
Grant’s hotel room was small but comfortable, had simple but new furnishings. A single bed, directly opposite the door, was covered with a plain, dark blue quilt. Next to the bed was a nightstand with a green glass reading lamp on it, the kind with a pull-chain. There was just enough room for a white rotary-dial telephone. There was a wing chair next to the window on the opposite side of the bed, offering him a convenient place to hang his slacks and shirt.
After showering and shaving, he put on his dark gray slacks, then a light blue, short sleeve shirt. As he was tucking his shirt into his trousers, he drew back one of the white curtains.
He looked out across the headlands, with a totally unimpeded view of Newquay Bay. Tonight he probably wouldn’t get to see the sunset. He had a feeling his time at the pub would go well beyond that.
He opened the wardrobe and sorted through his clothes, looking for his windbreaker. Sliding it from a hanger, he stopped for a brief moment, realizing there were only civvies hanging inside. There hadn’t been many times when he wasn’t packing a uniform or two. He closed the door, thinking he didn’t miss seeing them.
As he started down the staircase, he glanced at his watch, thinking there was still time to grab a bite before meeting Chaz. He thought he’d try a Cornish pasty. A Cornish pasty was made by filling a circle of thick dough with beef, sliced potatoes, turnips, onions, then folded in half with the edges crimped. It was an easy to carry, hearty meal Cornish tin miners brought to the mines for lunch. The thick crust protected the contents and acted as an insulator.
An hour later, he pushed the heavy glass door open and stood outside the entrance to the brightly lit hotel lobby. As he put on his windbreaker, he breathed in a lungful of clean sea air. Downtown Newquay was less than a third of a mile away, so he decided to walk, avoiding a parking problem.
Within a few minutes he was at Newquay Harbor, as if he’d been drawn to it. Taking a slight detour onto North Quay Hill, he had a good view of the harbor. To the right, at the bottom of South Quay Hill, was the harbormaster’s office. Next door, tucked behind a multi-pane glass door that opened electronically like a garage door, was a large rubber boat. The Newquay lifeboat was the same color orange as a life vest. It rested on a “dolly” to allow swift movement to the water.
The lifeboat was owned by RNLI (Royal National Lifeboat Institution) and manned by volunteers. Only the boat coxswain was paid.
The harbor itself wasn’t considered large. There were two breakwaters, the north and south. The north one jutted out from land running parallel with the beach, while the second extended from the beach toward the bay. A narrow entrance to the harbor separated the two.
Inside the harbor were small fishing boats, and several private motor craft, all under thirty feet, but most were either simple motor boats, sailboats or rowboats.
By the time he headed back to the hotel later that evening, street lamps along both breakwaters would light up the entire harbor.
Sailor’s Arms Pub
Fore Street
A cloud of thick, choking cigarette smoke filled every square inch of the pub. Patrons lined up three deep along the bar, clamoring to move closer. Raising a hand, they’d shout their order, trying to get one of two bartenders’ attention. Bottles and glass mugs filled with pints of stout were passed clinking from hand to hand, in exchange for pounds and shillings.
Next to a side entrance five men were “shooting” darts. A continuous “thump” sounded as each needle nose dart struck the board. Shouts and moans simultaneously erupted with each hit. Tonight was just a friendly game, a practice game. Tomorrow they’d be playing for a trophy and bragging rights. Yanks against Brits. The competition was fierce.
American military personnel, both Navy and Marines stationed at St. Mawgan, eventually found their way to the pub. Initially, the Brits felt their personal space had been invaded by the foreigners. What began as a mild form of animosity between Brits and Yanks, eventually turned into a special bond between the two.
Grant walked in and stood briefly by the door. Heads turned, seeing a stranger, already assuming he was another Yank.
He looked around the room, trying to spot Davis. As he unzipped his windbreaker, he walked toward the bar. No sign of Davis. He pushed through the crowd and went back near the door, standing by an empty table. Looking back toward the bar, he noticed a variety of coasters on display overhead. Brit and Yank uniform badges were stapled along the overhang.
Davis walked in, running his fingers through his windblown hair. He was wearing a pair of jeans and a light-colored cable knit sweater. “Hey, mate! Been waiting long?” he asked Grant, as he pulled out a chair from under the table.
“Just got here,” Grant replied as he shook Davis’ hand. “Glad you could make it. What can I get you from the bar?”
Davis held up a hand. “This one’s on me. What’ll it be?”
“Whatever you’re having,” Grant answered, as he took off his windbreaker, hung it on the back of the chair and sat down.
More patrons arrived. There was practically standing room only. Recorded music, blaring earlier, was drowned out by a continuous babel of loud voices.
Davis pushed his way through the crowd, finally getting close enough to the thirty-foot-long, curved bar. One of the bartender’s, Sam Pearson, spotted him and came over. They chatted briefly, with Davis turning and pointing in Grant’s direction. Davis disappeared behind more patrons crowding around him.
After a few minutes, Grant looked up and saw Davis maneuvering his way through a sea of bodies, finally making his way to the table. He handed Grant a large glass of dark ale.
Davis pushed the chair with his foot then sat. He held up his glass, and Grant tapped his glass against it. “Cheers!” the Englishman smiled.
Grant took a large swig of warm beer, then wiped a finger across his mouth, swiping away foam. As many times as he’s had the warm brew, he still preferred a cold Budweiser.
“Well I’ll be damned!” a voice said loudly from within the crowd.
Grant looked over Davis’ shoulder, seeing someone coming towards him. He recognized the face immediately. “Jack!” he said with a broad smile as he got up. They greeted one another with slaps on the back.
Jack Henley was 5’9”, had short, jet black hair, hazel eyes. From the left corner of his mouth to mid-cheek was a faded scar, the only scar visible as a result of a VC attack on his patrol boat in the Mekong Delta.
Backing away, Grant laughed, “What the hell are you doing here?”
“I might ask you the same thing!” Henley replied. “Hey, am I interrupting?” he asked looking at Davis.
“Hell no!” Grant made the introductions. “Chaz, this is Jack Henley. Jack, Chaz Davis.” The two shook hands. “Jack and I were roommates at the Naval Academy.” Grant pulled out another chair. “Come on! Sit! Can I get you something to drink?”
Henley shook his head. “Just ordered. Waitress will be bringing it.” He leaned back, shaking his head. “Shit! Can’t believe this. All these years and I run into you in Brit territory.” He shot a look at Davis. “Sorry. I meant English territory.”
Davis laughed. “Not to worry, Yank!”
“So, what brings you here to jolly old England?” Henley asked, reaching for the glass the pretty blond waitress handed him. He took a sip of his gin and tonic.
Grant rested his forearms on the table, sliding his glass back and forth between his palms as he answered, “Took a couple weeks leave. Been doing some diving. Chaz has a dive shop and boat down in Porthgwarra. He’s been my dive buddy.”
“Haven’t done any diving myself,” Henley commented, “but hear Cornwall has some of the best.”
Grant sipped on his beer, then asked, “So, how’s the personal life? Married?”
“Divorced once, then got married again eight months ago. Vicky’s British. She’s from St. Ives.”
“Hey, congratulations!” Grant said, lifting his beer glass. “Here’s to you both!”
“What about you?” Henley asked. “Married? Single? On the ‘hunt’?”
“Married once. Been single since Jenny died.”
“Jesus, Grant. I’m sorry.”
“Me, too,” Davis said quietly, learning a little more about this American, who he already considered to be a friend.
Grant gave a quick nod, then changed the subject. “Now it’s your turn, Jack. Still in?”
“Oh, yeah. Been stationed the past eighteen months at St. Mawgan’s EOD command.”
Grant wasn’t expecting Henley to expound on his current duty. Nothing had to be added considering the secret St. Mawgan held.
Grant nodded. “Hey, listen, if you can get away, why don’t you come diving with us? We’re going out again tomorrow. What do you think, Chaz? Would that be okay?”
“Two Yanks at one time? Might be trouble,” Davis laughed.
Henley shook his head. “Thanks, but tomorrow might not be good.”
“Okay,” Grant said, “there’s still time. I’ll be here several more days.”
Henley pulled the sleeve of his sweater back, looked at his watch, and frowned. “Hmm.”
“Something wrong, Jack?” Grant asked.
“I was expecting a friend of mine. He should’ve been here by now.”
“Need to call him?”
Henley shook his head. “Nah. He lives right down the street. If he’s not here in awhile, I’ll go check his flat. That damn Cooper of his can usually be heard before he even hits downtown!” He took a sip of his drink, then asked Grant, “So, you’re still working for Uncle Sam, too, huh?”
Grant swallowed the last mouthful of beer. “Steady paycheck.”
“Where you stationed?”
“D.C.,” Grant responded, hoping Henley didn’t want any further details, especially while sitting in this crowded pub.
“Nice duty!”
Grant laughed. “Better than a boat!” Then he stood, holding his beer mug toward the two men. “Anybody need a refill?”
“Not for me,” Henley answered, holding up his half full glass. “I’m gonna have to leave soon. Told Vicky I’d pick her up at her brother’s house in St. Columb Major.”
Davis threw the last mouthful of stout down his throat, handing the mug to Grant. “Don’t want to get too ‘tanked’ up, but I’ll have one more!”
While Grant went to the bar, Henley looked at his watch again. He was worried. He finished his drink, then carried on a brief conversation with Davis.
Grant made it through the crowd without spilling beer or Coke. He handed Davis the beer then sat down. “So, did I miss anything?” He looked at Henley. “You still worried about your friend?”
“Shouldn’t be, but it’s not like him.”
“We can go with you to check his apartment, right, Chaz?”
“Sure. I can always get another pint!” He took another large gulp, then wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.
Finishing their drinks, the three men left the pub then walked down Fore Street toward the clothing shop, passing gift shops, a greengrocer and beach rental gear. The greasy smell of fried fish and chips hung in the air.
“So, how do you know this friend?” Grant asked, putting on his windbreaker.
“Actually, we met at Sailor’s playing darts. And because of him I’ve gotten into the racing scene. Derek’s a real car nut. He loves racing that Cooper of his. We’ve been to road rallies, but most of the time we’ll take the car out on some of the quiet Cornish back roads, away from cops!” he laughed. “The old runway at St. Eval is a great place to spin the wheels. He’s been to our house for dinner, but mostly we just hang out.”
“Does he work here in Newquay?”
“Yeah. He’s one of the custodians at the base.”
They were within two blocks of their destination when there was the sound of police car sirens in the distance. They all turned, seeing headlights and blue flashing lights coming into view as two cars sped down Fore Street, passed them, then screeched to a stop in front of the clothing store.
“Oh, shit!” Henley spat out, breaking into a run, with Grant and Davis not far behind.
Car doors slammed. Two constables ran to a door next to the clothing store that led to the upstairs flat. Two other constables took positions on either side of the door. One of them broke it down, then both rushed up the stairwell.
“Jack!” Grant yelled, catching up to his friend, grabbing his arm. “Hold on!” Both men nearly lost their balance as they stopped just short of the store. “Take it easy!”
Henley caught his breath. “Okay. Okay.”
Grant turned to Davis. “Chaz, think you can find out what the hell’s going on?”
Davis nodded, then walked slowly toward the two officers standing guard, with his hands in full view, showing he wasn’t armed. He said something, then turned and pointed toward Henley and Grant. Both constables shook their heads.
Davis came back and shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry, mates, but I couldn’t get a bloody word out of them.”
Grant looked up at the apartment windows, seeing lights. Should he let the police know he worked for NIS? Would it get him anywhere? Maybe since Jack knows this Derek, he’d have a chance at information.
“What the hell,” he mumbled. He turned toward Henley. “Jack, stay here.”
“What are you gonna do?”
“Just stay here. You, too, Chaz, okay?” Davis nodded with a questioning expression.
Grant walked toward the two police constables, keeping his back to his friends. “Excuse me, sirs,” he said, while he slowly reached for his wallet in his back pocket, opened it, and displayed his ID card. “I’m Grant Stevens. I work for the Naval Investigative Service in Washington, D.C. One of the gentlemen behind me is an American stationed at St. Mawgan. He’s a friend of mine and of the man who lives up there,” he pointed. “Can you give me any information on what’s happening?”
Constable Clive Rainey spoke. “I’ll have to speak with my sergeant. Wait here, please.” He left.
More curious onlookers started gathering across the street, talking among themselves, pointing to the police and the flat. Blue lights on the police cars kept flashing.
Grant tucked his wallet in his back pocket, then gave a quick glance toward Henley and Davis. He turned away and looked up at the flat, finally hearing footsteps clomping down the stairs.
Constable Rainey led Sergeant George Fowley to Grant. Fowley looked to be about forty-five years old, with salt and pepper hair, slightly overweight. “You’re the American who works for NIS?” Fowley asked.
“I am, sir. Grant Stevens.” He extended a hand to the sergeant. “Is there anything you can tell me?”
“Three hours ago Mr. Carter’s vehicle was found at one of the china clay pits near St. Austell.” Fowley made a motion with his hand, turning his palm up. “It was upside down, at the bottom of the pit, completely underwater. Mr. Carter’s body was inside. The roof was crushed, wedging him in against the seat. We can only surmise he was unable to extricate himself.”
A red flag went up in Grant’s brain, remembering Henley said Carter worked at the base, an RAF base with nuclear weapons. “I assume you know Mr. Carter worked at St. Mawgan?”
“Yes. We found his identification card in his wallet, but right now we don’t know much more. We’ve sealed off his apartment until our CID (Crime Investigation Department) detectives can get here.”
The local CID covers mid-Cornwall, encompassing Newquay, Truro, Falmouth, and St. Austell. Divided into three BCUs (Basic Command Unit), each one is under the command of a chief superintendent, each sector under a chief inspector.
Fowley asked, “Do you know anything about the clay pits?”
“No, sir,” Grant responded.
“Those pits usually only have activity during daytime hours. We’re questioning why Mr. Carter was there at night and why he had driven to the top.”
“Were there other sets of tire tracks?”
“There are too many trucks and other vehicles that use those access roads. And by the time his vehicle was discovered, I couldn’t even guess how many had passed.”
Grant figured he wouldn’t get much more out of Fowley. “I understand, sir. If you’d like, I can talk with Jack Henley. He’s Carter’s friend. He’s the one wearing black trousers and white turtleneck sweater,” Grant indicated with a slight motion of his head.
Fowley glanced around him, taking a quick look. “If it were anyone else other than an NIS person asking me that, I’d say ‘no.’”
“And if it didn’t involve anyone working at RAF St. Mawgan, I’d agree,” Grant responded. “You do realize I’ll probably be contacting NIS, only because Jack’s stationed on base, and because of his friendship with Carter.”
Fowley’s eyes narrowed. He was no longer sure how to handle the situation, especially with the American now involved. He reasoned he’d done his job by sealing off the apartment and posting a guard. Further investigation would be handled by CID.
Grant added, “If Jack has any information, I’ll be certain to pass it on to you, unless you want to interview him now.”
“We’ll let CID handle it from here on,” Fowley answered.
Grant nodded, then said, “Depending on what NIS wants me to do, I might have to talk with your CID folks.”
Fowley removed a pen and small spiral-bound notebook from his pocket. He flipped open the notebook. “Here’s the number of our local CID office.” He scribbled a number, ripped the paper from the notebook, then handed it to Grant. “Someone at that number will be able to put you in contact with whoever is assigned to the investigation.”
Grant glanced at the paper, folded it, then put it in his jacket pocket. “Thanks. And if you or CID needs to contact me, I’m staying at the Atlantic. If there’s any need to verify my information, I can give you a phone number for NIS.”
Fowley shook his head. “Not necessary for the time being.” He made a note of Grant’s name and hotel, then put the notebook back in his pocket. He extended a hand.
Grant gave it a firm shake, then thanked Fowley. He turned and headed back to Henley and Davis, thinking it best to not reveal all the information given to him, mainly because of Davis being with them.
The police broke up the crowd gathered across the street before getting in their cars. One constable was stationed outside the building. The blue flashing lights were finally turned off, as both cars drove away.
“Well?” Henley asked, with obvious concern and curiosity.
Grant put a hand on Henley’s back, directing him away from the area. He made the decision to not tell Henley about the body, at least not yet. “Not much to tell you, Jack. Someone found your friend’s car at one of the china clay quarries.”
Henley stopped abruptly. “His car? They didn’t find him?”
“They said they found the car, Jack.”
Henley just stared at Grant, not sure if he was being told everything.
Grant asked, “Any idea why he would’ve been there?”
Henley shook his head. “Can’t think of any reason. I don’t think he even knew anyone in St. Austell.”
Grant finally said, “Look, nobody can jump to any conclusions at this point. But right now, there isn’t any definitive answer.” Grant started walking toward the pub, as he asked, “I know you’re a friend of this guy, but how well do you know him?”
“Just what I told you before.”
They finally reached the pub. Grant needed to send Henley and Davis on their way. He had to think things out. “There’s nothing more to do tonight, Jack. Didn’t you say you had to pick up your wife, anyway?”
“Shit! I’d better call her first. Be right back.” He rushed into Sailor’s, looking for a phone.
“So, Grant, looks like you might be busy tomorrow,” Davis said. “Is our day of diving being put on hold?”
Grant looked toward the pub, then back at Davis. “Right now I don’t know what else I can do for him, Chaz, but still think I’d better do a wait and see, if that’s okay with you.”
“Just ring me up when you’re ready to dive again,” Davis replied.
“Will do! I owe you a pint or two!”

Chapter 4

Atlantic Hotel
Newquay
2230 Hours
Mirrors lined a wall behind the lounge bar, each one encased in two inch wide brass frames. Every variety and size bottle of liquor had been placed neatly along a glass shelf running the length of the wall. Behind the bar were taps of beer.
A bartender wiped the surface with a red cloth, removing any trace of water marks or spilt liquor. He looked around the nearly empty room. Most guests preferred exploring pubs downtown. Tonight there were only five people. One couple sat at the far end of the bar, two men at a table closer to the lobby with papers spread on an open briefcase, and one of the guests sat alone. The bartender went back to cleaning bar glasses.
Grant was sitting in front of a large, plate glass window, overlooking Newquay. Street lights lit up the two lane roads traversing the town. Tourists and locals walked along the harbor.
He held a fine china cup filled with black coffee, albeit, weak, non-Navy black coffee, while he tuned out everything and anyone around him. He had a lot to think about, a lot to consider. Even though he didn’t have any specifics, his gut was telling him this incident involving the Brit, Derek Carter, had to do with St. Mawgan. From the little he did know, he couldn’t imagine Jack Henley being involved. Tomorrow he’d drive to the base and call D.C.
“Mr. Stevens?”
Grant leaned toward the small round table and put the china cup in its saucer as he looked up. “Yes?”
The hotel’s desk clerk stood near him. She wore the hotel uniform: blue jacket with a short, tight-fitting beige skirt and black high heels. Her dark brown hair was in sharp contrast to her peaches and cream complexion. A small red bow tied her long hair in a single braid.
Staring into what she could only describe as intense brown eyes, she said, “I have a message for you.” She handed Grant an envelope. “The gentleman who called sounded quite upset, Mr. Stevens.”
Grant took the envelope, not having a good feeling. “Thanks, Miss… Hall, isn’t it?”
“Yes, that’s right. Abigail Hall,” she said, feeling pleased he remembered her name.
“Thanks, Miss Abigail Hall. Appreciate you bringing this to me,” he replied with a smile.
“You are most welcome,” she answered. She started walking away, but looked back one more time at the tall, good looking American, whom she noticed two days ago when she returned from holiday. She breathed a small sigh, then continued on through the lounge, going back to the front desk. She failed to see him looking at her for a brief moment, while he slid his finger under the flap of the white envelope.
He removed the note. It read: “Call me. Urgent. Jack.” It had the time of the call and a phone number. He immediately got up, pulled some coins from his pocket, then dropped enough shillings on the table to cover the cost of the coffee. Walking briskly through the lounge, he headed for the staircase, then took the steps two at a time.
Abigail Hall nudged her co-worker, Jane Travis. Both women leaned on the desk, looking toward the staircase, following Grant Stevens with their eyes.
Once he disappeared around the second floor landing, Abigail whispered, “He’s not like any man around here, Jane.”
“Does the word ‘hunk’ come to mind?” Jane Travis giggled.
“Yes. Yes it does,” Abigail replied with a wink. The bell on the counter sounded. Both women returned to helping customers.
Once in his room, Grant took off his windbreaker, and threw it on the foot of the bed. He picked up the receiver and dialed Henley’s number.
One ring and Henley answered. “Hello.”
“Jack, it’s Grant. What’s…?”
“I got a letter. It’s from Derek.”
“Derek?” Grant asked, obviously surprised. He sat on the edge of the bed.
“It was posted day before yesterday.”
“Oh, Christ!” Grant said softly under his breath. It was the day before the body was found. “You wanna tell me what he had to say, Jack?”
“First, I want you to answer something, Grant. I want you to be straight with me.”
“I’ll do my best.”
Henley’s questions came fast and furious. “Is Derek dead? Is that what the cops told you? Is that why they were at his flat?”
“Jack, the cops said they were going to turn the investigation over to their CID. They’re… ”
“Gimme a goddamn answer, Grant!”
Grant realized Henley wasn’t just concerned about what happened to Carter. Something in the letter was scaring the shit out of him. “Listen, Jack. You need to calm the hell down. You hear me?”
Henley took a deep breath. “I hear you.”
“Okay. Now, are you alone?”
“Yes. I mean, no. Vicky’s in the bedroom.” He turned, seeing the bedroom door was still closed, with a light shining from underneath.
“Jack, keep that letter in a safe place. Don’t let anyone see it, don’t discuss it, not even with your wife. Do I make myself clear?”
“Perfectly. Now you answer me. Derek’s dead, isn’t he?” Just by Grant remaining silent, Henley knew. “Oh, fuck!”
“Look, Jack, I think it’d be best if we waited till tomorrow to talk. I’ll meet you on base, your office, 0700. Bring the letter.”
“Who do you work for, Grant? What the hell are you doin’ here?”
“See you at 0700, Jack.”

Chapter 5

Newquay
Day 2
0600 Hours
A heavy fog enveloped the entire southwestern coastline. Newquay was “socked in” with visibility barely fifteen feet.
Grant walked out of the hotel, zipped up his windbreaker, then centered his baseball cap squarely on his head. He dug the car keys from a pocket in his Levis, wondering whether driving in this “pea soup” was smart, especially with him not being that familiar with Newquay roads.
The fog was thicker and wetter than he’d even seen in Frisco. But he’d made his decision to leave the hotel early, no matter what. He had to get to the base, to the EOD command, before his meeting with Henley. Talking with Adler was his first priority.
He started for the parking lot, squinting, trying to see through the fog, looking for the MG. He finally spotted the sports car. As he slid behind the wheel, he reminded himself that all he had to do was stay on the left side of the road and follow the white line. His temples were already throbbing.
There were two ways to get to St. Mawgan. The road to the back gate followed the cliffs running parallel to Newquay Bay and is normally a ten minute drive. No doubt it would take longer this morning.
The road to the main gate was about a mile further inland, adding on a couple of miles. Today, both routes were hazardous. He made his decision when he got to Porth Beach, and took Narrowcliff Road. More cars were on the road than he expected, most heading toward town. He figured they were used to it.
Twenty minutes later, he drove up to the guard’s station at the back gate. Two more vehicles pulled behind him. He held out his ID for the RAF guard, who saluted then passed him through.
With windshield wipers sweeping back and forth, he continued along the base road, seeing a fuzzy set of headlights in his rearview mirror.
The drive to the one-story concrete building housing the U.S. Navy’s EOD and security teams was slow-going. The MG’s low beams were unable to penetrate the thick fog. Suddenly, a sign for the compound appeared out of nowhere. He made a sharp right turn into the parking area, downshifted, then slowly pulled the MG next to a green Austin Mini 600. A blue Chevy Impala with Missouri license plates was on the other side of the Mini. On the south side of the building, barely visible, were two tractors with backhoes, then a jeep, a flatbed truck, and a gray van.
Shutting off the engine, he took his keys, got out and closed the car door. The fog was still thick. Somewhere, not far from where he was standing, there was a runway, but he sure as hell couldn’t see it.
He heard voices coming from inside the building, with a light showing from a window next to the door. As he started toward the building, a beat-up Jeep Wagoneer, with a muffler just as beat up, pulled into a parking space.
Grant turned and walked toward the car as Chief Larry Becker was getting out. He was wearing a long sleeve green fatigue shirt and fatigue pants. A “barrack’s” cover (hat) hid most of his bald head.
“Can I help you?” Becker asked as he slammed the car door, twirling the key ring on his index finger.
Grant spotted a rank identification on the hat. “Hope so, Chief,” he said, reaching for his wallet. He flipped it open, showing his ID. “I’m Captain Stevens.”
“Good to meet you, sir,” the burley chief said with a welcoming smile. He extended a hand to Grant, while silently questioning Grant’s presence at the compound, especially since he was wearing civvies. “Are you here on official business, sir?”
“I’ve been on leave, Chief. I ran into Jack Henley briefly last night and told him I’d meet him here this morning. I thought maybe I could get a tour.” He looked overhead. “May not be such a good idea today, though, huh?”
“Give it time, sir. Maybe by this afternoon, or maybe tomorrow,” Becker laughed. He looked around the parking lot. “Guess the commander’s not here yet. I don’t see his car, sir.” He walked ahead of Grant, opening the door. “Go ’head in. Make yourself comfortable, sir.”
Two petty officers were sitting near a desk. Petty Officer First Class Barry Thoms was sucking on a Coke, while Petty Officer First Class Marty Weaver had coffee.
Becker made introductions. “Barry, Marty, this is Captain Stevens.”
Immediately standing, the two gave a slight nod of their heads. “Morning, sir.”
“Morning,” Grant replied, removing his ball cap. “As you were, gentlemen.”
“Would you like coffee, sir?” Becker asked as he removed his hat, hanging it on one of six coat hooks lined up next to a metal file cabinet.
“Sounds real good, Chief. Black.”
Becker looked at Weaver, tilting his head in the direction of the coffeepot. Weaver went for the coffee.
Looking beyond Becker, Grant noticed a brass nameplate on an inner door: Commander Jack Henley. He glanced at his watch. There wasn’t much time to call Adler before his meeting with Henley. “Chief, before I meet with the commander at 0700, I’ve gotta make a call to the States.”
“Not a problem, sir. Follow me.”
Grant unzipped his jacket, as he was handed a white mug of hot coffee. “Thanks, Petty Officer.”
Becker stood by Henley’s office door. “Uh, sir, would you mind if I make sure the office is…?”
“Go ahead, Chief. Understand,” Grant replied, knowing Becker wanted to ensure nothing of importance was in plain sight. Maybe Grant was a captain and NIS, but today, he was just a visitor.
Becker ducked behind the door, flipped on a light switch, then gave the desk and room a quick sweep with his eyes. He motioned for Grant. “Okay, sir.”
Grant walked into a small office, immediately smelling the stale odor of cigarettes. Except for a florescent overhead light, the only other light came from a single window. A typical military, gray metal desk and black swivel chair were positioned behind it, and two straight-back wooden chairs were in front.
Becker went behind the desk and opened the blinds, then asked, “Anything else, sir?”
“No thanks, Chief.”
“I’ll be right outside if you need me, sir.” Grant nodded, then Becker immediately left the room.
Grant sat on the corner of the desk and put his coffee cup on a green blotter marked up with stains, numbers, and doodles. He turned the rotary dial phone around, picked up the receiver, dialed a code, then a number. As the phone rang, he took a sip of coffee… good, potent, melt-your-spoon, Navy-style coffee.
After the fourth ring, he heard the familiar voice. “Adler.”
“Hey, Joe!”
“Skipper?”
“Yeah. I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”
“Not at the moment,” Adler laughed, as he reached around the corner and closed the bedroom door. He turned on a light. “Why the hell are you calling? You’re still on leave, aren’t you?” Before Grant responded, he said, “Uh-oh. What the hell’s goin’ on?”
“I’m at the base at St. Mawgan, at our weapons facility. Joe, do you remember the first time I met Grigori, you know, Spain, and the circumstances surrounding that meeting?”
“Yeah. But what…? Oh, shit!”
Grant was the OIC (Officer in Charge) of the dive team for the recovery of a nuclear bomb. A Vulcan had crashed into the Mediterranean off the coast of Spain. That was also the day Grant saved the life of Grigori Moshenko.
“Exactly. Can’t prove anything yet, but I’ve got one of my gut feelings with just the little info I do have.”
“And you want me to…?”
“First, contact Torrinson, or at least Zach. He’s usually in the office before the admiral. Give them a heads-up.” (Petty Officer Zach Phillips is the yeoman for Admiral Torrinson.) Grant glanced at his watch. “I’m meeting with a friend of mine in about fifteen minutes here in his office. He’s Commander Jack Henley; went to the Academy together. He’s in charge of the EOD team.
“A Brit friend of his turned up dead. What I got from the cops last night, it’s sounding like he was murdered. Brit CID is supposed to start investigating.”
“Are we gonna be involved?”
“Don’t know for sure, but this guy worked on base as a custodian.”
“Ahh,” Adler said, nodding his head. “A connection is being made.”
“That’s what I’m thinking. Anyway, when Jack got home last night, he found a letter from this friend. I don’t know the contents yet, but he sounded pretty damn upset when I talked with him.”
Adler rubbed a hand briskly across his weathered face, feeling stubble. Seeing his reflection in the picture window, he ignored the fact he was standing in front of God and everybody in his skivvies. “You think it was one of those confession-type letters in case he was killed?”
Grant took a sip of coffee. “Maybe.” Just then he heard a car door slam. “Gotta go. I think Jack’s here. One more thing. There’s probably no need for concern, but run a background on Jack, okay? And while you’re at it, run one on his wife, Victoria. I don’t know her maiden name, but she’s British. I think Jack said she’s from St. Ives.” New spouses, especially foreign born, usually went through a security background check prior to marriage.
“I’ll head over to your office and make the necessary inquiries. If Zach isn’t in, do you want me to call him at home?”
“We need to get rolling on this, Joe.”
“Give me your contact number.” Adler scribbled down the number, then he asked, “Hey, do I need to pack?”
Grant laughed, knowing Adler was “hot to trot” for some action. “Stand-by for now, okay? Don’t forget, most of these guys are EOD, but if we get involved, I’d still rather have you at my six!”
“If the admiral okay’s it, what gear do we need?”
“Gotta be prepared for anything.”
“I get it! That means all our fun stuff for sea, air, and land, right?” Adler laughed.
“That’s affirmative!”
“Be careful, skipper.”
“Thanks, Joe. Talk to you later.” He hung up, picked up his coffee cup, then walked nearer to the door, hearing his name being mentioned.
Henley opened his office door. Grant backed up, giving Henley extra room. No words were immediately spoken between the two men.
Henley took off his tan rain jacket and hung it on a hook behind the door. He went behind his desk then sat down heavily on the swivel chair.
Grant put a foot up on the seat of a chair, resting an arm on his knee. “So, Jack, wanna talk? Guess you’ve got some questions.” He took a sip of coffee.
Henley swiveled the chair back and forth, continuing to stare at Grant. “Who you working for, Grant? What the hell’s your assignment in D.C.?”
“My boss is Rear Admiral Torrinson. We’re at NIS.” Grant swung the chair around, straddled it, then sat.
“NIS, huh? And you’re here, in England, because… ”
“I’m on two weeks’ leave, just like I told you last night. Believe me, I came to do some scuba diving. I sure as hell wasn’t expecting any of this.”
“Chief Becker called you ‘Captain’ Stevens.”
“That’s right.”
“When?”
Grant’s eyes narrowed. “You mean when did I make captain?”
“Yeah.”
“Is that important?”
“Just curious, that’s all.” Graduating from the Academy the same time as Grant, Henley felt a sudden twinge of envy.
“In ’75.”
“Went ‘up the ladder’ kinda quick, wouldn’t you say?”
“Yeah. I guess so. Take my word for it… it sure surprised the hell out of me.”
Henley put his elbows on his desk, wringing his hands. He’d stalled enough. “What happened to Derek?”
Grant reached over the chair, putting his cup on the corner of the desk. He folded his arms on top of the backrest. “What’s being discussed in this room, stays in this room, Jack. Do I make myself clear?”
Henley nodded. The look in Grant’s eyes made him think he didn’t dare fuck with this man, a man who he realized he knew so little about.
Grant relayed his conversation with Sergeant Fowley. When he finished, and before Henley could comment, he said, “Now, about that letter.”
Henley stood, then reached into his back pocket, removing a folded envelope. He walked around the desk, then sat on the edge, directly in front of Grant.
Grant sensed Henley was hesitant about turning the letter over to him. He got up and moved the chair to the side. Hooking his thumbs in his jeans’ back pockets, he finally said, “Listen, Jack, I’m really sorry what happened to your friend.” Henley didn’t respond, but kept fidgeting with the envelope.
Grant was getting nowhere fast, and with his fear that nukes were somehow involved, he wanted answers now. He needed a place to start, and he was betting it would be with that letter.
Maybe a different tactic would work. Henley needed a shove, and Grant was about to push. “I’ve gotta ask, so answer me this. Were you and this Carter involved in anything together?”
Henley abruptly pushed himself away from the desk, standing nearly toe to toe with Grant, looking up into penetrating eyes. “Where the hell do you get off even asking me that… Captain Stevens?” Henley asked loudly, while putting heavy emphasis on the word “Captain.”
Grant put his hands up and backed away. “Whoa, Jack! Don’t do this!” It was time to go on the offensive.
At 6’1” Grant was a few inches taller than Henley, and he looked down into a face red with anger. Stepping closer to Henley again, he put a finger against his chest, pushing him backwards. “And don’t give me that ‘captain’ shit! It’s still me you’re talking to. And if your ass is gonna need saving, believe me, you’ll want me on your side. So, back off!”
There was a rapping at the door. “Commander! Everything okay in there, sir?” Chief Becker asked after hearing the loud voices.
Without taking his eyes from Grant, Henley answered, “Yeah, Chief. Just a friendly discussion.”
“Okay, sir. Let me know if you need anything,” the chief responded, certain it was more than just a friendly discussion going on behind the door. He was just as certain that Captain Stevens sure as hell wasn’t at St. Mawgan for any damn tour.
Henley turned away from Grant, slapping the envelope against his hand.
Grant’s voice finally broke the brief silence. “Come on, Jack. Don’t you think it’s best if I see that before anybody else? Then we can take it from there.”
Turning slowly, and looking at the envelope, Henley finally held it toward Grant, who took it then leaned against the desk. “Am I correct in assuming that you haven’t shown this to anyone like I asked?”
“Vicki knew it was delivered. But Derek didn’t put any return address on it, so she doesn’t know who it came from.”
Grant nodded while he opened the envelope then removed a single sheet of blue-lined paper folded in thirds. Unfolding it, he noticed the writing was continued on the back. Black ink had smeared in places, obscuring some letters. He could still make out the words that looked as if they were hastily written. He started reading:
Jack:
I feel bloody awful for not telling you face-to-face, but this is the safest way I can think of without putting you or Victoria in danger. I may have gotten myself into some serious shit, and it’s too bloody late to back out. I’ll have to see it through, and then hope I’ll get what’s been promised me. It all happened fast and unexpectedly, Jack. A month ago I got a phone call from someone. He never gave me his name. He spoke English, but there was a bit of another accent I couldn’t make out. He sounded like someone’s who’s had good upbringing and schooling, though. I tried to find out how he decided on me, how he got my name. All he told me was he’d heard I knew how to drive and he needed someone who knew the roads and wasn’t afraid of speed.
What he’s asked me to do is simple. Tomorrow night I pick up a package just outside the base. I don’t have a bloody clue on what’ll be inside, and I have no intention of looking. I can’t take that chance. I’m to drive to one of the clay pits near St. Austell where I’ll meet him. That’s when I’ll collect the money he promised me. Ten thousand pounds, Jack! Do you know how bloody long it would take me to earn that much working as a goddamn custodian? Too long.
As soon as the job’s done, I’ll be on my way. Maybe I’ve told you too much, but you deserve to know why I have to leave England, why I may never see you again. I have no choice.
You’ve been one of my best mates, Jack — even though you are a bloody Yank!
Derek

Henley stood by the window, staring out across the runway. The fog had lifted but there was still heavy cloud coverage.
Taxiing to the south end of the runway was an RAF Vulcan B2. Keeping his eyes on the jet as it powered up its engines, Henley reached into his shirt pocket and took out a pack of Marlboro’s. Tapping the bottom of the pack, he removed one, put the pack back in his pocket, then took out a lighter. Taking a short drag, he dropped the lighter back in his pocket. He’d been trying to quit for a month. He was already on his second pack since last night.
The Vulcan went to full power, then blasted down the runway. Grant raised his voice over the sound of jet engines. “Jack!”
Henley snapped around, blowing out a lungful of smoke. He crushed the cigarette in a stained ceramic ashtray with the word “Guinness” printed in black on the outer edge.
“Let’s talk about this,” Grant said, as he flicked his index finger against the paper.
Henley came around the desk, and opened the office door. “Chief, did the rest of the men get back from the Marine compound?”
“They’re on their way, sir,” Becker answered.
“Okay. Check that everything’s ready to meet next week’s flights. And, Chief, see that we’re not disturbed.”
“Yes, sir.”
Henley closed the door, walked past Grant, then sat on the opposite corner of the desk. “Let’s talk.”
“Give me your impression of this,” Grant said, holding up the letter.
“I’m worried, Grant.”
“Yeah. So am I. Do you have any idea who this ‘contact’ of his could be?”
Henley shook his head. “Doesn’t sound like anybody I’ve met. Derek’s never mentioned him.”
Grant glanced at the letter. “I know I’m only guessing, but it’s looking more like somebody might be passing info on the nukes.”
Henley got up, reached for his pack of cigarettes, thought otherwise, then shoved them back into his pocket. He kept his back toward Grant, as he asked, “How much trouble do you think I’m in?”
“Trouble? Just because you knew this guy?”
Henley turned toward Grant. “And because I’m in charge of the EOD team. Because I know what’s on this base! Because I’ve seen what’s on this base! Because… ”
“Hold it!” Grant said. “Too much assuming. You’re not the only one working on this base who knows what’s here. Sure, you knew Carter, but you think you were his only friend or acquaintance? Come on, Jack. We’re gonna have to think more rationally and try to piece this shit together.
“But first, I know you trust these guys,” Grant indicated with a thumb over his shoulder, “but this letter isn’t for discussion with them either. In fact, I think it’s best to keep everything under wraps for now. Let’s just wait till I talk with Admiral Torrinson.”
Grant rubbed his chin in thought. “There’s probably gonna be some scuttlebutt about what happened. Do any of these guys know you were friends with Carter?”
“Only if they happened to see us in Sailor’s.”
“We’ll deal with it if and when the time comes.”
“And what about the Brit cops? They’re bound to want to talk with me.”
“You won’t be able to avoid them. Let’s hope I can talk with the admiral before that. If this is leading to espionage, or the selling of nukes, we’ll all be talking to more than just local CID.” Grant folded the letter, then slid it back into the envelope before putting it in his pocket.
“You mean SIS (British Secret Intelligence Service).”
Grant nodded. “Maybe even Interpol.”
Headquartered at Century House in South London, the SIS was formed in 1909 as the Secret Service Bureau, established to supply the British Government with foreign intelligence. During World War II it became known as Military Intelligence, Section 6 (MI6).
Grant recognized the fact that he had to get a step ahead of the game whether or not anyone else would become involved. He had to get deeper into the investigation, and damn quick.
He picked up a notepad off the desk. “Here,” he said handing the pad to Henley. “Start writing.”
“Write what?”
“The names of anybody you can think of who knew Carter. And I need the name of the marine gunnery sergeant over at the compound.” Gunnery sergeants are commonly referred to by the informal abbreviation "gunny,” a nickname usually regarded as a title of both esteem and camaraderie. It was generally acceptable for use in all but formal and ceremonial situations. Gunnery sergeants are the same rank as the Navy’s CPOs (chief petty officers). They’re known for their wealth of knowledge, anything pertaining to base ops, base personnel. Most of it they obtain from scuttlebutt, yet somehow they have the ability to filter through it.
“Gunny Baranski? Why him and not the C.O.?” A corner of Grant’s mouth curved up. Henley answered his own question. “Right!” He started writing names.
The phone rang. “Henley. Yes, sir, he’s right here.” He handed the phone to Grant. “It’s Admiral Torrinson.”
Grant covered the mouthpiece. “Jack, I’d like to talk with the admiral privately, okay?” Henley didn’t respond, but as he started to turn away, Grant took the notepad from his hand. Henley left the office… his office.
“I’m here, Admiral,” Grant said, sitting on the corner of the desk.
“Joe’s filled me in, Grant. Did you get any more information from Commander Henley?” Torrinson lifted two Tootsie pops from a glass jar, offering one to Adler.
“Not so much from him, sir, but what I gleaned from his friend’s letter isn’t giving me a warm and fuzzy, sir. This friend got himself into some serious trouble, and he was killed because of it.”
“Any idea on what that trouble was?” Torrinson asked, looking across his desk at Adler.
“Well, sir, I’m going with my gut again. I’d say information on nukes may have been in that package. Same old story, sir. You know, bad guys get what they want, lesser bad guy is wiped out.” Torrinson nodded with a half smile. Grant continued, “If Jack — Commander Henley — didn’t get that letter, sir, we wouldn’t have a clue that anything was going on.”
“So, what’s next, Grant?”
“I expect local CID will be interviewing Commander Henley pretty soon, sir, but they still don’t know about the letter. I wanted to speak with you first, sir, before deciding whether or not to give it up.”
“It’s evidence in his death, Grant. Don’t you think you need to turn it over?” Grant didn’t respond. Torrinson was getting one of his own feelings that Grant had no intention of giving up the letter. “Captain?”
“Sir, don’t know if you’ll agree, but I think I need to hang onto it for now.”
“I suspected as much. But what’s the point?”
“Well, sir, as of now, only Jack and I know about it. I think it’ll give me a head start, sir, before civilians get involved.”
Torrinson laughed, knowing Grant’s feelings about the CIA. “We’re talking about British officials, Grant, not the Agency!”
Yes, sir.” He lowered his voice, preparing to throw out a request. “Admiral, I hope you understand my reason for this request, but maybe we should keep the letter and its contents between us, sir.”
Torrinson’s eyebrows knitted together. “And for how long, Grant?”
“Just until I can verify information, sir.”
“Can I assume you want to verify the commander isn’t involved?”
Grant cleared his throat. “I don’t think he is, sir, but I’d still like to keep the letter on the QT for now.”
“Very well, Grant, but just for now.”
“Thank you, sir. Oh, sir, I asked Joe to run a report on someone.”
“Wait one.” Torrinson handed the phone to Adler.
“Skipper?”
“Yeah, Joe. Did you find out anything on the two individuals?”
“Both reports came back clean, skipper, like you expected. Do you want the details?”
“Negative. Thanks, Joe.”
“Well, Grant, looks like your R&R has been interrupted.” Torrinson rocked back and forth in his chair.
“Looks that way, sir.”
“Tell me you’re operating at a hundred percent.”
Grant’s mind flashed back to his five weeks of recuperation in the hospital. “I am, sir. One hundred ten percent, sir.” Grant hastily changed the direction of the conversation. “I realize we don’t know a helluva lot, sir, but will you be talking with SECDEF and SECNAV about what we suspect?”
“As soon as this conversation’s over. They’ll most likely pass what little information we have to the president and Secretary of State Freedman.”
“Do you think they’ll get SIS involved, or maybe Interpol, sir?”
“At this point, hard to say.”
“Sorry I don’t have more to tell you, sir. To make it worse, right now everybody on this base has to be considered a suspect. That includes Brits and Americans. But I’m going to have to chance it and talk with one of the marines, sir, since they’re in charge of security for the weapons.”
“I agree,” Torrinson replied. “Do you know who?”
Grant looked at Henley’s note. “There’s a Gunnery Sergeant Baranski I’ll talk with first, sir.” Grant lowered his head, wondering exactly how many could be involved. “This is going to be one helluva an op, Admiral.”
“You’re right, Grant.”
“Sir, since we still don’t know if this has to do with just the passing of documents or… ”
“You actually think there could be a plan to use one of those nukes?”
“Have to consider all possibilities, sir.”
“I don’t know how soon there’ll be a meeting with the Joint Chiefs,” Torrinson said, “but in the meantime, I’ll discuss the possibility of putting one of our ships from the Med on alert.
“Mildenhall and Lakenheath are close if you need chopper support. I’ll see about contacting those base commanders.” He scribbled notes on his yellow legal pad.
“Thanks, sir.”
Torrinson swiveled back and forth in his leather chair. He looked at Adler, as he said to Grant, “Maybe you’d like some assistance.”
“That’s affirmative, sir! Do you have anyone in mind?” he asked with a smile in his voice.
Sending Adler to England was a given. “Maybe you’d better talk to Joe. Confirm what you need.”
“One more thing, sir. I’ve given the local police my address as the hotel, but might have to consider coming on base, especially with Joe bringing our gear. I’d rather there be questions on base than in the civilian community, sir.”
“Very well. Just keep me in the loop.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good luck, Grant.”
* * *
Fifteen minutes later Grant ended his call with Adler. He looked at the notepad. It was time to get his ass in gear.
Opening the office door, he looked for Henley in the outer office. Four petty officers, standing around the desk, looked in his direction, and gave him a cursory greeting. “Sir.”
“Where’s Commander Henley?” Grant asked, with his eyes going to each man.
“He’s outside with the chief, sir,” Marty Weaver answered, motioning with his head.
Grant started toward the door without responding, but didn’t take his eyes from the four men. He’d been involved in these type situations before. Somebody like him comes along and eyebrows start to raise. Questions and rumors run rampant. It happened on the carrier and sub when he was on the hunt for a Russian mole.
The conversation he and Henley had in the office got loud and out of control. Whether or not the men in the outer office heard what was said couldn’t be helped now. He regretted it had gotten to that point. But with a small, tight-knit command like this one, these men will undoubtedly be ready to take Henley’s side, unless something’s going on that he hasn’t been made privy to… yet. He didn’t think it would be a problem, as long as they stayed out of his way.
He opened the door and stepped outside, seeing Henley and Chief Becker standing near one of the tractors. Henley was puffing away on a cigarette, pacing in front of Becker.
“Jack!” Grant called.
Henley flicked the cigarette onto the asphalt, then he walked toward Grant. Becker followed, gave Grant a quick nod, then went inside the building.
“Listen, Jack,” Grant said, as he motioned toward his car and started walking in its direction. “I’m sorry what happened in your office.” Henley remained quiet. Grant backed up against the driver’s side door. He hung onto the notepad as he crossed his arms over his chest. “No matter how the hell you feel about these guys, we’ve got one fuckin’ situation here. I know you realize that.”
“Never had to face anything like this,” Henley said quietly. “Guess it’s nothing new to you.”
Grant lowered his head briefly before looking back at him. “Unfortunately, no. Had more than my share.” He held up the notepad. “Can you think of anybody else that may need to be on this list?”
Henley glanced overhead briefly, as if in thought, then responded, “I don’t know if you want to talk to the bartenders at Sailor’s. Derek hung out there a lot.”
“Need everybody you can think of, Jack.” He jotted down the names. Ripping off the top sheet, he handed the notepad to Henley, then folded the paper in quarters, slipping it into his jeans. Taking out his car keys, he said, “I’ll get started on this list. Oh, either Admiral Torrinson or Lieutenant Adler could be calling from NIS. I’d appreciate you taking messages instead of your men. I’ll check back with you later.” He extended his hand to Henley, who grasped it firmly. “Look, Jack, I’ll keep you in the loop as much as I can, but I need you to stay ‘under the radar’ for now. If you hear from Brit CID, I’d like you to tell me about the conversation. One more thing. Remember… no mention of that letter,” Grant said, in a lowered voice.
“Right.”
“That includes the cops and CID.”
“You’re kidding, right?” Henley asked incredulously. “How the hell can I get away with that?”
“Simple. Don’t bring it up. You and I are the only ones who know about it, except for the admiral and Joe. For the time being, I’ll hang onto it, then take care of it at the right time. For now you tell the cops whatever else they wanna know about Carter. That’s it. Got it?”
“Got it.”
Grant opened the car door, then slid behind the wheel. As he started the engine, he rolled down the window. “I think it’s best I check out of the hotel and move on base, probably tomorrow morning. Joe will be arriving tonight or early tomorrow bringing our gear. Could you have the chief make arrangements for us?”
“I’ll get right on it.” Henley rested his hand on the edge of the door. “I’ll help you all I can, Grant.”
“Appreciate that.”
“Listen, I’m sorry I lost my cool earlier.”
“Forget it.” Grant put the car into gear. “Talk with you later.”

Chapter 6

In the distance off the port side and thousands of feet below the modified 707, lights along the southeast coast of Cyprus twinkled like stars in the night. Within moments, the island was no longer in sight, the aircraft once again flying in total darkness.
Razzag Aknin reached overhead and jabbed at a button with a thick, stubby index finger, shutting off a small reading light. He readjusted his heavy-framed body in the plush seat, trying to get comfortable. Swiveling the seat around, he settled his eyes on Abu al-Massi (pronounced Ma-sigh), Libya’s Chairman of the General People’s Committee.
Massi sat near the front bulkhead, completely absorbed in reviewing official papers spread across a Formica-topped table.
Aknin leaned his head back, watching Massi through half-closed eyes. Being selected as the bodyguard for the chairman was a great honor. Only one other person was more powerful within the Libyan government than Massi: Chief of State, Tarek Masrata.
Masrata had two goals in mind when it came to Chairman Massi. The first was to train him on how to be adept in the political arena of the Middle East. The second was to mold Massi into a person who would invoke the word “fear” with just the mention of his name. Masrata accomplished both goals.
The upcoming meeting would be Massi’s trial run in the beginning episode for Libya to increase its power throughout the Middle East.
* * *
The aircraft had flown nearly eleven hundred miles when it started its descent. Its destination was the city of Aleppo, about ninety miles east of the Turkish border.
A double row of low-level lights guided the 707 to an isolated area behind a small maintenance building. As the engines began to wind down, double doors in the plane’s underbelly slowly opened. When they were fully extended, a hydraulically-driven platform lowered. A black, four-door Mercedes was anchored in the middle.
Bodyguard Aknin leaned out the plane’s exit door, feeling the brisk coolness against his leathery skin. He hustled down the stairs, holding an Uzi close to his body, then trotted over to the car, releasing the tie-down hooks. He watched closely as the automobile was driven off the platform then pulled in front of the stairs.
Stepping down onto the first step, Aknin said over his shoulder, “Sir, the car is ready.” Hearing Chairman Massi walk up behind him, he led the way down the stairs.
* * *
The Mercedes, with headlights off, gradually rolled to a stop on a narrow, deserted side street just north of the Grand Mosque of Zakariah. The mosque, one of the largest in the world, was situated in the center of the old city of Aleppo.
The front passenger door swung open and Aknin emerged. He walked a few paces away from the car, and scanned the area, even though a moonless night and twisting alleyways limited visibility. He cocked his head to the side, listening for the slightest sounds. Cautiously sidestepping back to the car, he remained vigilant as he opened the rear door.
Massi rubbed his fingers across the barrel of his Beretta. He slipped it into the leg holster, then exited the car. Standing briefly near the open door, he adjusted his “thawb,” a traditional ankle-length, long sleeve garment, similar to a cotton robe. Glancing overhead, he breathed in deeply, then looked at Aknin, signaling he was ready to go.
They had nearly two hundred meters to cover. By staying in alleyways of the souks, Aknin was confident he could control the security. The narrow streets were too small for vehicles, but he was armed and ready for any possible close encounters. He adjusted a jewel-encrusted leather scabbard holding his janbia, a short, curved-blade dagger, hanging from a belt around his loose white cotton shirt.
Once they turned down Souk Al Zarb Street, the shadowy form of the massive Citadel of Aleppo loomed before them. Sitting on a small, but steep mound, the citadel had been used for defensive purposes since the Bronze Age.
They followed a dry moat surrounding the site along Hawl al-Qalla Street, until reaching a bridge crossing the moat. They walked more quickly now, no longer able to hide in the shadows of the covered souks.
Aknin reached out, stopping Massi’s forward movement. “Sir, perhaps you should stay here while I check ahead.”
Massi nodded as he looked toward the entrance. The men he was here to meet may have brought their own entourage. He pressed his back against the stone bridge, which resembled a high viaduct with curved arches.
Aknin sidestepped up the wide stone steps. At the top was a fortified gateway, several stories high, its medieval architecture built with stone.
Reaching the main gateway, Aknin disappeared into the shadows. Within two minutes, he hustled back toward Massi’s location, giving a slight nod.
Massi took the lead. They passed through the entrance gate, then a set of large steel doors. Climbing a short flight of stairs, they went through another door before finally reaching their destination.
Massi stopped just inside the extravagantly restored throne room. Its main feature was the ornate, wooden ceiling, intricately carved with lavish shapes and designs.
Hearing Aknin close the door behind him, Massi quickly took in his surroundings. The two men standing near the far wall cautiously smiled. Similar to Massi’s black thawb,the two men wore white. A black, double-wrapped cord held a white headdress in place.
Massi stepped closer to Syria’s Jamal Assad and Algeria’s Malu Yacine. He studied the two men’s faces. His words, and the deep grating tone with which they were delivered, sent a chill through his co-conspirators. “The future of our countries is about to change, and we are about to change it.”
Still wary, Yacine and Assad kept their distance from the Libyan. What had been promised seemed impossible, but when the proposal had been presented to the Syrian and Algerian governments, it seemed their only risk would come in the form of money.
Assad stroked his dark beard as he questioned, “Can you tell us who? Who is the mastermind behind this?”
Massi hesitated before responding. “Victor Labeaux.”
“Labeaux?!” Assad gasped.
Malu Yacine stepped forward. “Everyone has heard of this man. But have you met him?”
Massi answered, “Yes. We have met.”
“And do you trust him?” Yacine asked.
“He and I have… an understanding.”
“An understanding? What is this understanding, or can you not tell us?”
Massi gave a wry smile. “He is very aware of my, shall we say, reputation, Malu. A very simple threat was enough for him.”
“You actually threatened him? One of the most feared terrorists in the world, and you threatened him?”
“I did.”
Algeria’s Yacine had yet another concern. “With all that money at his disposal, he could disappear… ”
“That will not happen,” Massi said with a raised voice, attempting to change the direction of the conversation. “If it will make you both feel better, Aknin and I will be going to England very soon.”
The statement caught both men completely off guard. Yacine finally spoke. “You are telling us that you will be participating?”
“Now do you understand why you must not worry? I have everything under control.”

Chapter 7

Newquay Harbor
Saturday
1030 Hours
The temperature still hadn’t gone beyond forty-two degrees. The promise of a sunny day faded as a new wave of clouds rolled across the rugged Cornish coastline. All commercial fishing boats had pulled out of the harbor before the morning fog completely lifted.
A small group of tourists followed their tour guide along the breakwater, passing in front of Grant, but paying him no mind. He sat on the bench, stretching his arms across the backrest while he waited.
Getting Gunnery Sergeant Phil Baranski off base, away from eyes and ears, had been his priority. If anybody knew anything about what was going on, he hoped it would be Baranski.
Turning his head, he saw a man walking towards him. He looked to be in his late twenties, with his brown hair cut “high and tight.” He was wearing a pair of old Levis, with a black T-shirt stretched across his broad chest. The sleeves of the jacket were folded above his wrists. Looking directly at Grant, he gave a quick two-finger salute.
Grant smiled as he stood to greet the marine, extending a hand. “Gunny, thanks for coming. It’s good to meet you.”
Baranski returned Grant’s handshake with a firm grip. “You, too, sir!” As he smiled, dimples appeared in his clean-shaven face.
Grant gave a quick look around. A couple of small boats were moored to the breakwater, with two men on deck doing maintenance. No one was at the west end by the harbor entrance.
“Let’s take a walk,” Grant said as he shoved his hands into his jacket pockets.
Baranski kept his eyes straight ahead, as he asked, “What can I help you with, sir?”
“What we’re about to discuss is top secret.”
“Understand, sir.”
“I believe there’s been a serious breach of security at St. Mawgan.”
Baranski came to a standstill, turning to look at Grant. “I can assure you, sir, it’s not any of my men!”
“I’m sure you know your men, Gunny, but I’d like you to keep this under wraps for now.” Grant started walking again.
“Then who, sir? Do you have any idea?”
Grant shook his head. “Pretty much in the dark. Don’t have a helluva lot to go on. Any chance you’ve heard of someone by the name of Derek Carter?”
“Sure, sir. He’s one of the custodians on base. He’s taken care of some maintenance issues we’ve had at the barracks.”
“Hewas one of the custodians, Gunny.”
“Was, sir?”
“Yeah. Some kind of car accident.”
“Damn! That’s too bad. But where’s the security breach come into this, sir?”
“Let’s just say I’ve got something that’s leading me to believe that.”
“Understand, sir. Tell me what you can.”
Grant proceeded to fill in the few details he had and his own suspicion that nukes were involved.
Coming to the end of the breakwater, Grant stopped and leaned against the wall. “That’s all I’ve got. Have you heard any scuttlebutt, anybody spouting off or bragging that could point us in the right direction?”
Baranski rubbed the back of his neck as he took a few steps away from Grant, trying to remember conversations, or scuttlebutt. “Sorry, sir, but haven’t heard anything out of the ordinary.”
“Shit,” Grant mumbled under his breath.
Baranski hesitated, uncertain whether he should bring it up. “Don’t know if this means anything, sir, but do you know Commander Henley’s brother-in-law works on base?”
Grant wasn’t sure how he should react to the piece of news, wondering why Henley held that back. “He failed to mention that. But what’s the connection, Gunny?”
“Well, sir, I’ve seen Mr. Webb and Mr. Carter together on base. The two of them have been with the commander at Sailor’s more than once. It could just be that they’re all friends, sir.”
“Do you know Webb’s first name?”
“I think it’s Colin, sir.”
“And just where does this Colin Webb work?”
“He’s a mechanic who works on the Nimrods, sir.”
“Christ! A mechanic and a custodian.”
“Sir?”
“It’s not getting any easier, Gunny. Still can’t connect the dots.”
“Wish I could help more, sir.”
Grant looked over Baranski’s shoulder, noticing two men walking past the lifeboat building. They were still too far away for facial recognition, but Grant could see one carrying a briefcase. He was average height and wearing a black raincoat. The other man was about the same height, but large-framed. He had on a dark sports coat, dark slacks.
Not getting a response from Grant, Baranski said, “Sir?”
“Don’t turn around, Gunny.” Baranski remained still.
The two strangers were more than half-way to Grant and Baranski when they stopped near a moored motor boat. It was no more than eighteen feet in length, and had one outboard engine. A small cabin with a wood door was on the port side, and the wheel was starboard of that. The cabin was small, used only for accessing two bunks tucked under the bow, one port, one starboard.
As the larger man bent down to undo one of the mooring lines, his jacket opened. That’s when Grant saw the shoulder holster.
The man with the briefcase climbed into the boat, immediately sitting on a bench seat on the port side just aft of the cabin. He grabbed the collar of his raincoat, holding it closed against his throat.
The other man came onboard and started the engine. Climbing onto the bow, he undid the last mooring line, then pushed the boat away from the breakwater before going to the wheel.
“Come on, Gunny.”
Without questioning, Baranski walked with Grant toward the end of the breakwater, the narrow entrance to the harbor.
“There’s a small boat getting ready to leave the harbor,” Grant said. “Try to get a look at any numbers or markings without being too conspicuous.”
“Yes, sir.”
With their arms resting on top of the stone wall, Grant and Baranski looked out across Newquay Bay, hearing the sound of the boat engine getting louder as it approached. Grant turned around, leaned back against the wall, then linked his fingers behind his head.
The speed limit for boats entering and leaving the harbor was four knots, slow enough that Grant hoped he could get a good look. As the boat started passing between the breakwaters, Grant strained his eyes, trying to identify or at least take a mental photograph of either man.
The “raincoat” seemed to be in his early or mid-forties, white or blond hair, clean shaven. The “packer” had short light brown hair, large build. Not a helluva lot to go on.
As Grant turned, “raincoat” looked up at him for a brief moment, not with recognition, just… looking. Then he immediately put his head down and shifted his body so he was facing the bow.
In that brief instant, Grant knew it was somebody he’d seen before, but he couldn’t pull the picture from his brain.
Once clear of the harbor, the driver wasted no time putting the engine into high, heading for open water.
“Get any markings?” Grant asked, as he continued watching the boat.
“Did, sir. From the ID number, it’s definitely a rental. I’ve rented boats from one of the shacks down near the lifeboat building. Same series of numbers.”
“Let’s go,” Grant said. “Maybe we can get a name.”
As they walked, Baranski asked, “What makes these men suspicious, sir?”
“A raincoat and a sports jacket. The guy with the raincoat was carrying a briefcase. The guy in the sports jacket was packin’. Not exactly what I’d call fishing gear, Gunny, except possibly for the weapon.”
Baranski laughed. “Roger that, sir!”
The closer they got to the kiosk, Grant started rethinking his idea to get a name from the boat rental agent. He couldn’t take a chance of arousing suspicion.
Only one kiosk was open for business. Grant stepped to the counter. An older gentlemen was sitting on a stool in the corner, stuffing tobacco in a pipe. His gray hair was just long enough to curl around his ears.
“Good morning,” Grant said.
The man stood and laid the pipe and tobacco pouch on the stool. “Morning to you,” he answered as he came to the window. “What can I do for you today?” he asked in a thick Cornish accent.
“My friend and I noticed a motor boat leaving the harbor a little while ago. That’s about the size we’re interested in.”
“Do you want to rent it for today?”
“We’re hoping we can.”
“Those gentlemen paid for three hours.” He pulled a pocket watch from his jacket. “They’re scheduled to return at two.”
Grant turned and looked in the harbor, then back at the old man. “And that’s the only boat you’ve got?”
“No, but it’s the only one coming in early.”
“How many passengers does it take? Six?”
“Four to six.”
“Tell you what,” Grant said. “We have to check with our girlfriends. If they give the okay, we’ll be back in an hour.”
“Sure you don’t want to leave a deposit?”
Grant shook his head. “We’ll take our chances. Thanks for your help.”
“You’re Yanks, aren’t you?”
“Yes, sir, we are.”
“Thought so,” the old man responded as he turned away, and struck a match against the edge of the counter.
Grant looked at Baranski and winked. “Guess we got enough information. Let’s go.”
They went up South Quay Hill, walking along the narrow path on the left side of the road, staying close to a stone wall. Once at the top of the hill, Grant said, “Well, Gunny, this is where we part company. Sure appreciate you meeting me under these circumstances.” He extended a hand to the marine.
“You let me know if I can help with anything further, sir. Don’t feel like I’ve done much so far.”
“Need you to be eyes and ears, Gunny. If you need to contact me, I’m at the Atlantic Hotel, but by early morning, I plan to move on base.”
“All right, sir.”
“One more thing, Gunny.”
“Sir?”
“Who’s your C.O.?”
“That’d be Lieutenant Colonel Donaldson, sir.”
“I’m gonna have to bring him in on this. Security will have to be tightened.”
“Should I have him call you, sir?”
Grant shook his head. “You just put him on alert. I’ll call him when I get back to EOD.” He stepped closer to Baranski, staring dead on into the marine’s eyes. “Don’t take any chances. I need you on this one.”
“Yes, sir. Understand, sir.” With a slight wave, Baranski started walking toward Fore Street, saying over his shoulder, “Good luck, sir!”
Grant turned to look out over the harbor and Newquay Bay, hesitating long enough to give Baranski a good head start. While he waited he wondered what the odds were seeing those two men leaving in the boat. His instinct was telling him they were somehow involved.
He glanced at his watch. Talking with the Brit CID agent would have to wait. He only had time to get back to the base, put in a call to Torrinson, then ream Henley’s ass for not telling him about his brother-in-law. Henley could have personal reasons for keeping his mouth shut, but there wasn’t any excuse when it came to the security of nukes.
He headed for downtown and the car park. His intention was to return to the harbor well before fourteen hundred hours.

Chapter 8

Celtic Sea
Two miles off the Cornish coast, due west of Newquay, a forty foot catamaran with twin, two hundred twenty-five hp engines, drifted on three foot swells in the Celtic Sea.
Standing at the port side stern, Callum Quinn rested his forearms on the stainless steel rail. Worn black work boots stuck out from beneath his tan trousers. The sleeves of his flannel shirt were rolled up. His blond hair was neatly trimmed, but was still just below his ears. Not accustomed to being without a beard or mustache, he’d occasionally run his fingers across his jaw. It had been five months since he last changed his appearance.
Two years prior, Reese Larkin and five fellow members of the Provisional IRA attempted to plant bombs in the crowded tourist area of Piccadilly Square. Two tourists were killed in the shootout. British commandos killed four of the members and captured Larkin. After precise planning, and catching the British police completely off guard, Quinn and his small band freed Larkin.
Today, Quinn’s blue eyes roamed the horizon. He finally saw a small motorboat off the port side. He lifted the binoculars hanging around his neck, then he focused on the approaching craft.
Turning toward the cabin, he called to Shaun Delaney as he pointed, “There’s the boat, port side. Ready the ladder.”
Delaney attached the stainless steel, three-step boarding ladder to the deck at midships, then stood back, waiting and watching as the smaller craft pulled alongside.
The engine sputtered as the boat’s driver backed down, maneuvering it closer to the larger boat. Standing at the bow, the passenger balanced himself as the boat rocked in the swells. He tossed a rope to Delaney, who tugged on it until the boat was alongside, then he tied the end to the railing near the ladder.
Moving cautiously, the passenger grabbed hold of the ladder and stepped onto the bottom rung. Quinn extended a hand to assist the new arrival onto the deck.
Delaney untied the rope and tossed it onto the deck of the smaller craft. Brady Farrell steered the boat away, circling around to the fantail, where he would remain until the meeting ended.
Callum Quinn wouldn’t expect any small talk with Victor Labeaux. It was all strictly business. “Come into the cabin,” Quinn directed, noticing a thin leather briefcase Labeaux was carrying, also noticing the bulge of a pistol inside it.
Labeaux followed Quinn into the cabin. The space wasn’t elaborate: Two bench seats, one port, one starboard, a two-burner stove, a small round sink and fridge. A “captain’s” chair on the starboard side was positioned in front of the wheel.
Labeaux tried to maintain his balance while he looked at Shaun Delaney sitting in the captain’s chair.
Delaney gave Labeaux a sideways glance before swiveling the chair around, again facing the bow, continuing to keep watch. So far, he hadn’t seen any other boats in the area.
Quinn motioned with his hand for Labeaux to sit on the bench on the starboard side.
Labeaux put the briefcase on his lap, waiting for Quinn to sit. Instead, Quinn went to the small fridge under the sink, taking out two bottles of Kilkenney beer, offering one to Labeaux, who declined.
Quinn put the extra bottle on a folding table, then he opened his bottle. Taking a long swig, he sat on the bench seat behind the table.
Labeaux looked at the younger man. “Are you finished? Can we get started, Callum?”
Quinn nodded. “Were you successful?”
“I have the information I was waiting for,” Labeaux responded, unlocking the briefcase. He removed some papers then held them at arm’s length.
Quinn reached across the table. “Is the information accurate?”
Labeaux nodded. Removing a handkerchief from his inside pocket, he patted sweat on his brow and dabbed at his mouth. Being on any boat always made him nauseous. He replied, “They’re copies of the originals, confirmed by my source.”
Quinn perused the top paper. A very precise diagram showed building locations: airport tower, EOD compound, barracks, U.S. Marines’ compound, RAF compound and barracks, two large hangars. Although it wasn’t labeled, he knew by looking at it — the underground storage facility for the nuclear weapons.
He turned the paper, laying it upside down. The second page showed the schedule of all flights for the next five days.
And finally, he was looking at page three. The critical schedule showed delivery of specific weapons, arriving from the U.S. and the Netherlands.
Quinn slowly sucked on his beer. That brief moment gave him a chance to look at Labeaux, the leader of the whole operation. If he passed this man on the street, he’d most likely ignore him. He looked like an average, working-class man, not the cunning terrorist he was. A terrorist who was for hire, taking on any job, working for any country, and always for a very high price.
Anyone who worked with him, assisted him, hired him, understood their responsibilities, understood his demands, understood they could not deviate from his plans. If they did, whether the operation was successful or not, someone would pay dearly, if only to set an example.
The only thing that might make someone take notice, if one could get close enough, would be Labeaux’s eyes, which Quinn could only describe as completely emotionless, empty. But behind those blue eyes was a mind that kept him alive through all the most dangerous circumstances… the terrorist attacks that he himself had planned. Labeaux didn’t just devise the attacks. His ego demanded his complete, intense, personal involvement.
On this present operation Labeaux was hired by top members of the Irish National Liberation Army. Formed in 1974, the INLA became an Irish republican socialist paramilitary group, whose intent was to remove Northern Ireland from the United Kingdom, by any means necessary.
Quinn finally asked, “And have you taken care of…?”
“Only Carter. I felt it best to wait to eliminate the others. There is already an investigation into Carter’s death. The local constabulary have had his flat under guard. One death is enough for now.”
“Will you need help? I can send a couple of men… ”
“That won’t be necessary.”
Quinn sipped on the beer as he looked again at the papers, this time seeing a blank page. “You haven’t been able to find the schedule for when the Americans change their guards?”
Labeaux shook his head. “From what I’ve been told, there is no set pattern. It’s different every day, as part of their security.”
Quinn was concerned. “But won’t that interfere with…?”
Looking down, considering the question, Labeaux answered, “I doubt it.”
He folded his hands on top of the briefcase, and said, “I expect you to design the explosives for diversion purposes. I’ve already marked on the base diagram paper where I want them placed.”
Quinn picked up the first page, noticing small red dots at different locations around the perimeter. He looked up when Labeaux said, “I assume more than one of your men has the necessary expertise.”
“Sure. Callahan and Logan have many years between them with such experience.”
“In addition,” Labeaux continued, “I want them to devise at least two IEDs (improvised explosive devices) that are more complicated to defuse. The American EOD men will probably have that task.”
“It’ll be taken care of. What about guards posted at the two gates?”
“I think it best you use the back gate, the one closer to the beach, since it’s more remote. You should be able to take that guard out easily enough.”
Quinn glanced again at the third page, noticing a handwritten note at the bottom. “What’s this note, this date and time?”
“That’s when I want the devices placed at the locations I’ve designated. You’ll have plenty of time but you must be finished by four in the morning. The RAF guards patrol regularly, but they rely heavily on the fence and barbed wire. You see on the diagram there are two guard towers. Each has one guard, rotating every three hours.
“I expect you to be completely ready, and I don’t just mean the devices. You and your men must be mentally ready. Do you understand?”
“Don’t worry.” Quinn, usually arrogant and intimidating in his own right, remembered he’d been taken down a notch the first time he met Labeaux.
“Now, the plane we’re waiting for arrives at two in the afternoon.”
Quinn was caught completely off guard. “A daytime attack?”
“Yes. A daytime attack.”
“But I don’t have enough men to pull that off!”
Labeaux remained calm. “Timing will be everything, Callum, and it must be perfect.” He let that sink in before adding, “I haven’t told you, but I’ll be participating in this event.”
For the second time during this meeting, Quinn was surprised, or maybe shocked. “You? Where will you be? What do you plan on doing?”
“I have others involved who’ve been vital in this planning. They’ll be arriving soon, one of whom knows how to fly.
“That’s all I’ll say for now.” He stood, locked his briefcase then tucked it under his arm, giving his last order to Quinn. “Now, I want your man to take us in the Zodiac to another location along the coast. I’ve arranged to be met there. When the Zodiac returns, destroy the rental boat.” Pausing, he thought briefly about the two men he spotted on the breakwater this morning. It worried him but his initial decision when designing the plan was correct. Perhaps this minor change might help throw the English off their investigation, if only for a short amount of time.
He gave his instructions to Quinn then left the cabin, immediately walking to the stern. He called to Farrell in the rental boat, waving for him to come closer. “Come around!”
Without question, Farrell maneuvered around to the port side.
Labeaux leaned near the rail, with one hand holding it in a death grip. “We’ll be leaving that boat here and going to shore in the Zodiac. Come on board.”
Farrell tossed the rope to Delaney, then he climbed the ladder, ready to assist in lowering the Zodiac.
* * *
A few minutes later Quinn stood by the railing, watching Delaney maneuver the Zodiac away from the catamaran with Labeaux sitting close to the side, holding onto the rope. Quinn had to smile, thinking everyone had a demon or two in the closet. Labeaux’s demon seemed to be water.
Glancing back towards the stern, Quinn saw that Farrell was unconscious, with his arms stretched overhead, his wrists tied to the railing. The unsuspecting Farrell had been distracted by attending to his task with the Zodiac, when Delany came up behind him, and knocked him unconscious with a hand chop to his neck.
Once the Zodiac was out of sight, Quinn went back inside the cabin to begin preparations for making the rental boat disappear as he’d been instructed. Kneeling in front of the bunk on the port side, he removed a cushion and tossed it on the opposite bunk. Lifting up the wooden seat, he held it open with one hand as he looked through boxes of grenades, timers, flares, fuses, chemical pencils. Opened larger boxes lined the starboard side. He and his men had already starting assembling IEDs.
His choices were to either make it look like an accident, or perhaps it would be cleaner, neater to just sink the boat. The depth of the water was close to three hundred feet at this spot. If it sank, it would take a long time to discover. Then again, there might be an oil slick visible along the surface. He decided to go with the accident version, hoping a search would end when charred debris was found, along with the remains of Brady Farrell.
He went to the window, pulling a curtain aside, seeing Farrell starting to come around. The man had been part of the group for three years, having been recruited by Quinn. As he looked at Farrell, Quinn began to wonder if he’d be able to do it, to carry out Labeaux’s request.
He turned away and sat on one of the benches, reaching for the remaining bottle of beer. Gulping down half the liquid, he realized there was only one thing to do. He could not defy Labeaux’s wishes, or his orders, without risking his own life. The plan was much bigger, much more important than either he or Farrell.
He swallowed the last mouthful of Kilkenney. He and Delaney would prepare the rental boat for its destruction, then they’d return to the Isle of Lundy, meeting up with his other men.
Located twelve miles off the coast of Devon, where the North Atlantic meets the Bristol Channel, the Isle of Lundy was a mere three miles long and only three quarters of a mile across. Months before, Quinn and his men sailed along the coastline finding a small hidden cove on the northeast side of the island.
There they’d wait, having time to memorize locations of each building at St. Mawgan, review the present plan, assemble the IEDs, and recheck all weapons.
Another cove, that was closer to the base and had a campground, was a perfect location for bringing in the Zodiac. Following Labeaux’s orders, Quinn had rented a camper specifically for storing the devices. When the final word came from Labeaux, they’d be ready for their most dangerous, and possibly their last chance to free Northern Ireland from England. Their group was small, but with exact planning, and with help from the inside, success was within their grasp.
None of them had ever worked with nor even seen a nuclear weapon. They’d have to be insane not to know the hazards involved. They were willing to take the gamble, because to have these weapons so close at hand, and on English soil, could not have been more perfect for what they were about to do for their cause.
Tolcarne Beach
Newquay
1245 Hours
A continuous drizzle started two hours earlier. Weather along the English coast can change rapidly. Today it brought with it larger swells and a lower temperature.
Labeaux struggled to hang onto the rope as the Zodiac sped toward shore. With it still being daylight, and even though it was raining, trying to race across the beach in a raincoat would make his trek that more difficult. He had to make himself look less conspicuous once they reached Tolcarne Beach.
Less than one mile north of Newquay Harbor, Tolcarne Beach had the best location for the access Labeaux needed to return to Newquay. With the weather change, that meant fewer locals and tourists would be on the beach.
His decision the night before to not return to the harbor proved to be correct. But he couldn’t get a picture out of his mind of two men watching them when they left the harbor this morning. Were they there by coincidence? His snap decisions had saved him in past operations. He counted on it being correct again.
At the rate the tide was retreating, Delaney would only be able to bring the rubber boat within two hundred feet of the cliff located on the north side of Tolcarne. Labeaux would have to find his own way around the cliff base then get to the walkway behind the bath houses lining the backside of the beach. The bath houses were individual changing facilities, three rows high. Doors on each row were painted different colors, making them good landmarks.
Delaney slowed the engine, aiming the Zodiac toward the beach at the base of the cliff. He put the engine into neutral, then immediately picked up a paddle from the bottom of the boat and leaned over the side, testing the depth of the water. It was still too deep for Labeaux to try making it to shore, but it was time to raise the prop out of the water.
Delaney struggled, paddling against the tide. Finally, the bottom of the boat rubbed against sand.
“Get out now!” he shouted to Labeaux as he jumped over the side, getting ready to turn the boat around.
Without replying, Labeaux sat on the gunnel then swung his legs over the side. As soon as his shoes hit sand, he reached for his briefcase, then started running for cover beneath the cliff.
Delaney didn’t wait to see if Labeaux made it. Grabbing hold of the rope encircling the Zodiac, he pulled hard, trying to get the boat off sand and into the surf. Once he had, he jumped back in as the boat started floating on the tide. Lowering the engine, he restarted it then kicked it into gear.
* * *
Labeaux had another seventy yards to go before reaching the base of the cliff. He was breathing hard. Muscles in his legs started cramping as he struggled to keep going. His lungs burned. He had to stop, if only for a moment. Bending over, he tried to catch his breath. This operation was to be one of the most physical he ever designed, but in the end, he hoped it to be the most rewarding.
Putting his briefcase next to his leg, he removed his raincoat then draped it across his shoulders. Brushing sand from the briefcase, he took a deep breath and began his trek toward the cliff.
Once he reached it, he leaned against the cold, damp rock formation. Ignoring the feel of moss and slimy mollusks rubbing against his clothes, he concentrated on his next move. He still had to make his way to the main beach, then hike up the path to the road where his ride should be waiting.
Staying close to the cliff wall, he walked at a normal pace until he started rounding the corner, when he suddenly stopped. Voices! Close to him. He backed up, trying to wedge himself in between the rocks jutting out from the cliff. Wrapping his arms around his briefcase, holding it against he chest, he could feel his pistol pressing against the leather.
He closed his eyes, putting his head back against the rock, feeling drizzle on his face, when he realized there was silence again.
Taking a short step forward, he looked around, seeing three people hustling toward the bath houses. Only tourists. Moving out from his hiding place, he stood watching and waiting to see if he was in the clear. Scanning the far side of the beach, he saw a few other people, but they weren’t close enough to be able to identify him.
Pulling his sleeve back, he glanced at his watch. No more time to waste. Holding his briefcase close, he kept the flap open, allowing easy access to the Luger. The pistol was a semi-automatic, gas blow-back design, once owned by his father.
He made a dash for the walkway, then stopped and looked up the hundred fifty yards he still had to traverse. Around the hairpin turn at the top, there was still another hundred fifty yards or so before he reached the main road, and all of it was uphill.
* * *
Parked on the wrong side of Ulalia Road, close to the corner of Narrowcliff, a black Range Rover’s windshield wipers intermittently swished back and forth.
Colin Webb took a check of the time on the dashboard clock, then looked out the windshield across Narrowcliff. Still no sign of Labeaux. He took a final drag on his cigarette while he rolled down the window a few inches. He flicked the butt through the narrow opening and blew out a lungful of smoke.
Grabbing hold of the leather-covered steering wheel, he readjusted himself in the seat, stretching his back muscles. Sitting back again, he glanced in the rearview mirror, seeing Victoria’s tired blue eyes staring at him from the back seat.
Those eyes diverted their gaze to the side window. Her blond hair was piled on top of her head, held haphazardly by a gold hair clip. She rubbed her fingers across a small section of the vehicle’s window, wiping away built-up moisture.
“There he is,” Webb said. He unlocked the passenger door before starting the engine.
Victoria looked out the windshield, spotting Labeaux hurrying across the road, clutching his briefcase. She moved closer to the armrest, while she wondered what would happen next.
The past few months had been so unlike anything she could have imagined. Her once simple, quiet life had become turmoil. It was difficult for her to believe how she had managed to hide the truth, attempting to carry on a normal life with her husband. She was bewildered, but more than anything else, utterly terrified.
Her life began to change soon after both her parents died. Colin revealed to her the truth about his natural parents… and being taken in by the Webbs. That news itself was shocking.
His parents were among the innocent victims killed during a raid on their apartment building. Other children had survived that attack. Two of his good friends, who lived in the adjoining flats, also lost their parents, but unlike Colin who had no other family, the other two boys were found by relatives.
It was never known how or why Sergeant Webb took Colin from Ireland. Perhaps it was the guilt he felt for the slaughter. In any event, the child’s survival was a miracle.
The attack left the little boy in shock, with little memory of what happened. It was years before he began having flashbacks to the day when his parents died in a barrage of gunfire. He started remembering the sound of weapons, the screams, the blood. The last picture that came to his mind were the uniforms of the men who committed the atrocity — British military uniforms.
A year after Sergeant Webb died, Colin disappeared. He’d been gone for almost three weeks before he finally returned. When he did, he had little to say, offering no explanation to Victoria. Grateful he was home, she never pressed the issue. But it was during the days and weeks that followed when he began to reveal his political beliefs and his loyalty to the IRA.
Colin Webb had found his way back to Ireland, to his birthplace, looking for his two friends. He found only one. Callum Quinn. From that day forward, his path in life was set.
* * *
Labeaux got in, slamming the door. He took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face. Glancing at Victoria over his shoulder, he asked Webb, “Have you noticed anyone paying attention to you since you’ve been waiting here or this morning when you let me and Farrell off at the harbor?”
Webb shook his head. “No. No one.” He looked across Narrowcliff and asked, “Where’s Farrell?”
“I left him with Quinn.”
“What about the rental boat? Will…?”
“That’s being taken care of.” Labeaux put the briefcase on the floorboard between his legs. “Now, drive to the country house.”
“What about her?” Webb asked, motioning with his head. “Do you want me to take her home?”
“Not yet. She can come with us.”
Victoria, her voice shaking, pleaded, “I want to go home. I’ve done everything you asked, given you what you wanted. I want to go home!”
Labeaux looked at Webb, and waved forward. Webb put the car in drive, then turned onto Narrowcliff.
* * *
They’d driven nearly five miles, passing through the civil parish and village of St. Newlyn East located southeast of Newquay. Hedgerows lined both sides of the road. There was finally a break in the wall on the south side, wide enough for vehicles. Webb slowed the Rover and made a right turn on a narrow, hard-packed dirt road.
Grazing sheep and horses dotted a landscape of rolling green hills and crisscrossed by more hedgerows. Visibility of the countryside soon diminished as trees and brush along both sides of the roadway got thicker and taller, causing an umbrella effect over the road. Finally, the road widened and in the distance was an old farm house, made of stone blocks with a slate roof.
The main part of the house was one level, comprised of kitchen and dining room, and at one time, was the servants’ quarters. The upper level housed the family’s bedrooms. The original windows were mullioned glass (small individual panes), some covered by vines of wild ivy. Above the blue door was a wooden sign naming the house: “Tafton Manor, 1639.”
“Drive around back,” Labeaux said, looking at the house, his eyes moving from window to window.
Small pebbles crunched beneath the tires as Webb drove toward the backyard. An old greenhouse jutted out from the stone house. Its windows were covered in dirt and grime making it impossible to see clearly inside.
About thirty yards from the house was an old stone barn. At one time Tafton Manor was a dairy farm, where Friesian cows were raised. Known for their sweet milk, Friesians were originally imported from the Netherlands.
Pulling up near the back door, Webb shut off the engine. Labeaux was the first one out of the Rover. He closed the door. He looked around the backyard. Nothing was out of place, no other sign of movement, no guns protruding from dark places. Webb’s car, a white four-seater Gilbern GT, was parked on the far side of the barn.
Victoria pushed the driver’s seat forward, then climbed out. She stood next to the open door, wrapping a white raincoat tighter around herself. As Labeaux started to pass her, she grabbed his arm. “Why did you bring me here? I should be… ”
Labeaux twisted his arm away. “Come inside.” He said no more, but just turned and went to the house. Victoria had no choice but to follow him, with Webb staying close behind her. By the time the two of them reached the entry hall, Labeaux was already out of sight.
A damp and musty smell pervaded the entry. Its walls and barrel-shaped ceiling were made of the same stone as the exterior of the house. A light shown from a room at the end of the hallway, accessed by a single door.
Webb grabbed Victoria’s arm and walked toward the door, then he stopped, preventing her from entering.
She leaned against the wall, placing a hand against her chest, feeling her heart pounding. She put her head back, and closed her eyes. She wondered how and why she let herself become so deeply involved. But the answer was there. She knew why. It was because of her husband.
How stupid she’d been to think she could protect him from harm by giving her brother the papers. The day she handed those papers to Webb she realized no one would be able to protect her… or Jack.
Webb opened the door and poked his head around the edge, confirming Labeaux was out of sight. Then he pulled her into the kitchen. “Here,” he said, as he pulled out a wooden chair. “Sit.”
Victoria sat at the rough-hewn wooden table that was at least fifteen feet long and very old. The room itself was rectangular with a fireplace nearly big enough to stand in. The hearth was blackened from years of use. An iron tripod was still standing. Once a cauldron hung by a chain near the hottest part of the fire.
She paid no attention to the room or its history. She focused on another doorway, seeing Labeaux sitting at a dining room table, thumbing through papers. He opened a map and laid it in front of him.
“Why am I here?” Victoria asked him with a raised, nervous voice.
Labeaux turned briefly to look at her, then returned to the map.
Webb walked from behind her, then posted himself at the opposite end of the table, blocking her view of Labeaux. She slowly moved her eyes to Webb, who stared at her with little expression.
Her eyes were wet with tears. She turned away. Keeping her hands in her lap, she twisted the belt of her raincoat.
As Webb watched her, he thought about the years they lived together as a family, even after her parents died. When he told her of his past, of having been born in Ireland, she still treated him as a brother.
It wasn’t until he revealed his loyalty to Ireland, and his involvement with the IRA that her attitude toward him changed. Although she never attempted to dissuade him, and never considered for one moment to report him to the authorities, she began to distance herself.
Then she married the American. Commander Jack Henley. Webb couldn’t believe his luck. He contacted his friend, Callum Quinn. It was then the IRA began to set a plan in motion, but they needed more details about the air base at St. Mawgan. They knew weapons were being stored by NATO countries, but secrecy surrounding the base left them without details. Colin Webb had become an invaluable asset.
Hearing Labeaux call to him, he snapped his head around, giving Victoria a brief look. Then he went into the dining room.
Labeaux continued looking at the map, as he said, “Put her in one of the bedrooms upstairs, and lock the door.” He glanced at his watch, and without looking at Webb, asked, “What time does her husband get home?”
“Between five and six. Why?”
“I want to be sure he’s at home when you take her back. Just leave her where you found her. She can make her own way home. Come back here after you’re done upstairs. I have something else for you to do.”
As she was led up the staircase, Victoria feared the worst. Whatever the outcome, she had done this to herself. She prayed nothing would happen to her husband.
Holding onto her hand, Webb opened the door, then led her into the bedroom.
She looked at him pleadingly. “Colin, please!”
He shook his head, then left, locking the door as he’d been instructed.
* * *
Labeaux listened to the footsteps going upstairs. He stood up, went into the kitchen, and walked across the brick floor to the old sink and spun the cold water knob. Pipes rattled briefly before discolored water sputtered from the faucet. He stood looking at the water until it ran clear, then he splashed two quick handfuls onto his face. He patted his face with a handkerchief and looked out the large multi-paned window.
His plan was dangerously bold — in more ways than one. On Monday members of the IRA were about to carry out the operation. Their full payment had already been deposited into a Swiss bank. But one of his past ‘employers’ had been willing to pay twice the amount that had been paid by the IRA, and had already deposited their money in an offshore account.
With the huge amount of money involved, it was worth the risk. The only hitch — both parties expected to have a nuclear weapon in their possession within a short matter of time.
But for Victor Labeaux this had become his opportunity to cause emotional and physical harm to Britain, to its government, to its people. He was prepared to use the weapon on Monday. The money wasn’t really an issue.
Labeaux was born and raised on the French Island of Corsica located in the Mediterranean off the coast of Italy. His father was a seaman aboard the French battleship Bretagne during World War II.
Diplomatic tension between Britain and the French Vichy government caused France to send its fleet to a port in Algeria. Britain was alarmed that Germany would use these ships against them.
Several attempts failed to convince the French to either destroy their vessels, take them to a neutral port, or side with the Allies. Churchill ordered the fleet be destroyed.
The Bretagne was fired upon by HMS Hood, HMS Valiant, and HMS Resolution. One of the shells from the Hood penetrated the deck and hit the magazine. At least one thousand French sailors died in a battle lasting under thirty minutes. Labeaux’s father was one of them.
The three men, Labeaux, Quinn and Webb had more in common than they knew, each with parents dying at the hands of the British.
His thoughts were interrupted when he heard Webb’s footsteps on the stairs. He folded his handkerchief and stuffed it back in his pocket.
World War II Airfield
There no longer was a road or runway in the true sense of the word. Green grass grew through the cracks of the broken slabs of concrete which was all that remained of a remote World War II airfield. At the north end was a concrete structure that once housed a watch office, signal room, and a metrological office. Extending out from the second floor was a balcony overlooking the runway. Walls and roof were reinforced concrete, windows were minimal, and the only exterior door was made of steel. The structure had also been used as a bomb shelter.
Webb drove the Rover across a field of green grass, then he followed the runway to the concrete structure. The vehicle jolted as tires constantly hit the separations between slabs.
Parking alongside the building, he killed the engine, then got out, walked to the front of the Rover, and lit up a cigarette. All Labeaux told him was to expect a two engine prop Beech aircraft. The plane would be carrying a pilot and one passenger on the final leg of their journey to England.
Looking into the distance he spotted what appeared to be an aircraft, coming in low. Taking one last drag on the cigarette, he flicked the butt toward the structure. Opening the door, he reached in and signaled the plane by turning the headlights on and off twice.
The twin turbo prop Beech touched down then taxied toward the structure. Once the props shut down, the two men inside got up and went toward the rear. A few minutes later, the port side door swung up and steps were lowered.
Webb remained by the Rover, glancing at a flag painted on the tail. It was unfamiliar to him. He diverted his attention back to the exit door, seeing the men step out. Both were wearing Western style clothes, black slacks, black shirts, black jackets. A large, heavy set man carried a suitcase, while the other held a briefcase.
Webb surmised the heavy set man was possibly a bodyguard. But who they were, he didn’t have a clue and he knew not to ask questions.
He opened the left passenger side door, then pulled the seat forward. Without so much as a word or a glance at him, the strangers both climbed in the back seat.
Driving away from the airfield, and as often as he dared, Webb would take a quick look in the rear view mirror. The larger man occasionally locked his intimidating dark eyes onto his.
The passengers kept a distance apart from each other, staring straight ahead. Webb heard locks of the briefcase pop open. A very brief conversation took place. But it was all Webb needed to identify his passengers — Arabs.

Chapter 9

EOD
St. Mawgan
Chief Becker stood behind the desk, writing out the duty roster on a small rectangular blackboard attached to the wall.
Grant opened the door, then stood in the doorway. “Is Commander Henley in, Chief?
“He is, sir. I’ll tell him you’re here.”
“Have him meet me outside.”
“Yes, sir. Right away.”
Grant went back outside and adjusted his cap, hoping the weather didn’t get any worse. Walking away from the building, he wanted to make sure the conversation he was about to have wouldn’t be overheard as it had been last time.
He was pissed. Henley held back information. He had to find out why.
Henley poked his head out the door, spotted Grant, then lit up a cigarette as he glanced overhead at the darkening sky.
Grant turned and started going around the side of the building, away from windows and doors. Henley caught up to him.
Grant jammed his hands into his side pockets. Taking a deep breath, he stared Henley square in the eyes. “No more fuckin’ around, Jack.”
“What the shit are you talking about?” Henley asked with his voice rising. He flicked his cigarette onto the pavement, and defiantly took a step closer to Grant.
“Why the hell didn’t you tell me your brother-in-law worked on base and that he knew Carter? Why, Jack? What the hell are you hiding?”
“Goddammit!” Henley reared back, ready to strike.
Instinctively, and in the blink of an eye, Grant grabbed Henley’s fist, squeezing so hard Henley thought his bones would break.
Grant’s voice boomed. “Are you outta your fuckin’ mind?!”
“Okay! Okay!” Henley grabbed his hand, massaging his fingers.
Grant just stood there, not believing what almost happened. It had to stop now. Leaning in towards Henley, he kept his voice deep and low. “One more chance, Jack, just one more fucking chance to tell me the goddamn truth — or you’re outta here.” He was close enough to Henley he could smell the odor of cigarettes on his breath. “I can do it, Jack. Believe me, I can do it — and you can bet your ass I will do it.”
Henley walked a few paces away, then swung around, with his face covered in sweat. “Goddammit, Grant! Why the hell did you have to come here?!”
“Stupid question! Now, I’ll give you ten seconds to start explaining or security will… ”
“It’s because… because of Victoria.”
Grant raised an eyebrow. “Victoria. Your wife?”
Henley nodded, then slowly started heading toward the parking lot with Grant staying close. “You need to keep her out of this, Grant.” He stopped and waited for Grant to respond.
“Whatever the hell you got yourself into sounds like she’s already involved, and by your own doing.” Grant didn’t take his eyes from Henley, waiting for the next surprise. “Talk to me, Jack.”
Henley started walking again. “Let’s go sit in my car.”
As they headed for the car, Grant took a quick glance at his submariner. He was running out of time to call Torrinson. Right now, returning to the harbor was more important. He couldn’t ask Gunny Baranski to run surveillance. Getting him involved this morning was enough. He just hoped Adler was on his way.
Henley unlocked the passenger door of his two-door, lime green Dodge Charger, then walked around the front, going to the driver’s side. He slid behind the steering wheel and put the key in the ignition.
Grant got in and closed the door. Taking off his cap, he tossed it on the dash, then rolled down the window a couple of inches. He turned slightly in the white bucket seat and leaned against the door, keeping an eye on Henley. Then, he waited.
Henley’s fingers curled around the steering wheel, with his nerves about to get the best of him. “About three months after I was stationed here, Victoria and I met at Sailor’s. She and Colin and a couple of their friends were at a darts’ tournament. We just started talking, and that was the beginning.”
Grant shifted in the seat, draping his arm over the backrest. “Was Carter at that tournament?”
Henley shook his head. “No. Not that time.” He continued staring out the windshield. “After we were married, she asked if I could get Colin a job on base. He’d just gotten out of the RAF and couldn’t find work. I heard there was an opening for a civilian mechanic for the Nimrods, and as it so happened, that was one of the planes he worked on during his last duty in Kinloss.” (The RAF station is located on the Moray Firth in the north of Scotland.)
“He put in his application. He passed security checks. He got the job. All I did was put in a good word.”
Grant now regretted not having Adler run security on Victoria Henley’s family. His eyes narrowed as he asked, “All you did was put in a good word?”
Henley shot him a look. “That’s what I said! What? Don’t believe me again?”
“Any reason why I shouldn’t, Jack? I mean, you’ve been truthful so far, right?”
Henley turned away, catching sight of Chief Becker jogging toward the car. Henley rolled down the window. “What is it, Chief?”
“Sir, I have a message for the captain.”
Grant leaned toward the driver’s side. “Go ahead, Chief.”
“Sir, a Lieutenant Adler called. He just landed at Mildenhall and is waiting for a chopper to fly him here. He didn’t have a timeframe but said he’d probably see you in time for chow.”
Grant gave an almost imperceptible smile before responding, “Thanks, Chief. If I’m not here, could you see he gets settled in at the barracks?”
“Yes, sir. I’ll see it’s taken care of. Anything else, sir?”
“That’ll be all, Chief.”
“Yes, sir.” Becker took off.
Henley rolled up the window, grateful for the brief interruption, until he heard Grant’s voice. “You were saying, Jack?”
“A couple months later I started hearing some scuttlebutt about him asking questions on what kinda munitions were stored on base.”
“And you confronted him?” Grant asked, hoping he got the right answer.
“Sure. Sure I did. He said he saw the marine guards and that made him curious.”
“Marine guards aren’t unusual on any base, Jack.”
“Of course not, but he assumed there’d be Brit guards on an RAF base. I tried keeping my answer simple. I reminded him it’s a NATO base, and since some of the munitions were from the U.S. and the Netherlands, we were put in charge.”
“Do you think that satisfied his curiosity?”
“At first I did, but then he started asking around about flights. Any time a delivery was made, he’d notice that area of the base was cordoned off while the shipment was safely offloaded, away from eyes, and then it was stored.”
Grant was getting more concerned. Henley’s explanation satisfied him so far but this brother-in-law, Colin Webb, was heavily involved in the security breach. He was sure of it now. More of the pieces were slowly fitting together.
Sweat formed across Henley’s brow. He rested his arm against the door, then he continued. “I had him meet me off base one day. I think he knew what was coming. I laid into him good.”
Grant sat quietly. Whatever Henley was about to tell him he had a feeling would send him in the right direction.
Suddenly, Henley swung the door open. “I need to get out!”
Grant quickly got out of the car, slammed the door, then went around to meet up with him. Screwing his cap down, he said, “You need to finish, Jack. I don’t think there’s much time left. Tell me.”
Henley paced back and forth. Finally, he stopped, staring up into Grant’s eyes. “That son of a bitch actually had the balls to threaten me, Grant!”
Grant leaned toward him, carefully studying his face. “You mean he threatened Victoria, don’t you?”
Henley pounded his fist on top of the car hood, over and over. “Goddamn him! How could he do this? Why…?”
Grant grabbed Henley’s fist. “Jack! Enough!”
All the blood drained from Henley’s face. He fell back against his car. “Oh, Christ! What the hell am I gonna do?”
Grant shook Henley’s shoulder. “You’re gonna help me, Jack! Where the fuck is he? Do you know? Is he still on base?”
“I… don’t know. The last I saw him was the night I picked up Victoria at his place.”
“You mean the night the cops showed up at Carter’s apartment?”
Henley nodded. He was ready to puke. “You don’t think he murdered…?”
“Right now, I’d say no. There wasn’t any indication he was meeting Carter that night. Carter even said he didn’t recognize his contact. Remember what was in the letter?”
Henley tried to clear his brain, trying to remember the letter. “Yeah. I do.”
“Do you also remember Carter said he was protecting you and Victoria by mailing that letter?” Henley nodded slowly, then Grant said, “Think about it, Jack. Why would your friend want to protect you two, yet her brother makes threats?”
“I… I don’t know.”
Grant backed away, rubbing his chin. “Well, I’ve got a couple ideas rolling around. I’m sure of one thing… your brother-in-law put that package outside the base for Carter to pick up.”
“Oh, Christ!”
“You have any ideas on what could have been in that package, Jack?” He hoped he got the right answer.
Henley turned away as he answered, “No. No. I just can’t help you. I don’t know.”
Grant nodded but he knew Henley was getting himself into deeper shit. It was obvious he was lying. Right now he didn’t have the time to press further.
He looked at his watch. Time to leave for the harbor. “Listen, Jack. You go back to your office. I know it’s gonna be tough, but try not to worry. What time do you usually leave for home?”
“About seventeen hundred.”
“No matter what time it is, you wait till I get back. And Joe — Lieutenant Adler — should be here by then. In the meantime, try and call Webb’s home, see if he’s there. If you make contact, just carry on a normal but short conversation. I’m counting on you, Jack. Don’t fuck this up. He’s probably the biggest lead we’ve been looking for. We can’t spook him.” Grant pulled his car keys from his pocket and jogged to his car, hoping he didn’t make a mistake having Henley make the call.

Chapter 10

Newquay Harbor
1415 Hours
Grant stood at the top of South Quay Hill. The drizzle was more of a mist now but the temperature dropped. He zipped up his windbreaker, then shoved his hands into his pockets while he tried to spot the rental boat. Fishing boats and tour boats were already moored or anchored. The weather changed a lot of plans.
He scanned the entire harbor, but focused on the mooring at the breakwater closest to the small shack where he’d made the inquiry this morning. The boat still wasn’t there.
He slowly started walking down the hill, continuing to scan the harbor and watching for the two men. He just hoped they hadn’t returned the boat early. If he hadn’t taken so long with Henley, he would’ve been here on time. He was going to be up shit creek if he missed them.
The old man he and Gunny had talked to was standing inside the shack, leaning on the counter, smoking his pipe. Grant walked up to the shack. “How are you, sir?”
“Do you want to rent a boat?”
“My friend and I were here this morning asking about a rental, sir. Do you remember?”
The old man’s thick gray eyebrows knitted together as he looked at Grant. “I’m not that old.”
Grant cleared his throat. “Of course you aren’t, sir. Accept my apology, please.”
Dried tobacco fell out of the pipe as the man tapped it against the side of the counter. “Unless you’ve got some experience boating in this kind of weather, son, I don’t recommend it.”
Grant sidestepped the suggestion. “Could you tell me if the eighteen footer we were inquiring about this morning has pulled back into port?” Grant asked, looking over his shoulder.
“No.”
“Is there any timeframe when you…?”
“We always have our boats returned.”
“Uh, I understand, sir. But what is your procedure if one doesn’t come back?”
The old man leaned over the counter. “Then I contact them,” he said pointing his pipe toward the lifeboat building.
“Ok. Thanks for your help.” Grant looked at his watch again. “Almost fourteen forty,” he said under his breath. He started analyzing the situation. With the size of the boat and the small engine, they couldn’t have gone that far. Could they have traveled along the coast and pulled into a cove, or another harbor? Or did they…?
Turning away from the shack, he started walking along the breakwater, looking toward Newquay Bay. Another boat? Were they going to meet another boat?
He spun around, beginning to jog back to the road, when he spotted someone talking with the old man at the shack, possibly someone from the lifeboat building.
The man looked like a fisherman, wearing old slacks, long-sleeve shirt, an old sweater, with a gray tweed cap resting on his head. Grant slowed his pace, trying to catch a few words as he passed.
“There’s the young man asking about that boat,” the old man said as he pointed to Grant.
The man stepped in front of Grant. “I’m Harbormaster Clifton Roberts. I understand you’re interested in a particular boat that had been rented out by Albert here. Would you like to tell me why?”
“Could I talk with you over there, sir?” Grant asked, as he started walking toward the lifeboat building.
Harbormasters enforce the regulations of harbors or ports. British harbormasters are civilians and have full responsibility for ensuring the safety of navigation, security and operation of port or harbor facilities.
When they were alone, Grant said, “Sir, I’m Captain Grant Stevens. I work for the U.S. Naval Investigative Service in Washington, D.C. All I can tell you is that I’m under orders from Admiral John Torrinson.” He took a step closer to the harbormaster. “I really need to find out what happened to that boat and the two men on board, sir.” He waited.
Roberts stroked his face, hesitating briefly. “Are you the American the police talked with about the man….”
“Yes, sir. I am.”
“I see. Well, it was reported that some wreckage had been spotted drifting toward the coast. It appeared to be from a small craft.”
“Any indication what happened?”
“Not yet, except there was a sighting of smoke.”
“Like from an explosion?”
Roberts scratched the back of his head, shoving his hat forward. “Possibly.” He readjusted his hat.
“Sound? I mean, did anyone hear an explosion?”
“Nothing was mentioned.”
“Have any other boats been spotted in the area?”
Roberts shook his head. “The weather’s brought most of the craft back into port, especially the rentals. Those folks get a bit skittish.”
“Do you know if there’s any search and rescue going on now?”
“I believe the RAF had sent out one of its Shackleton’s, but I don’t have details yet.”
Grant lifted a pen from his jacket pocket. “You have anything I can write on?”
Roberts rummaged in his pockets, pulling out a slightly used napkin. “Will this do?”
Grant unfolded the crumbled paper, looking for a place to write that wasn’t stained by grease. He laid it in his palm and started writing. “Here’s my name and a contact number at St. Mawgan. Whoever answers will know how to reach me.” He handed the napkin back, then slipped the pen into his pocket. “I’d really appreciate you letting me know if the search and rescue turns up anything.”
Roberts glanced at the napkin. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“Thanks,” Grant said, then added, “I’d appreciate you not discussing our conversation with anyone, sir.”
“You have my word, Captain. Oh, for your information, if we’re called out for a rescue and I’m unable to contact you, keep an ear out for ‘maroons’ being fired.”
“‘Maroons,’ sir?” Grant asked curiously.
“Yes. It’s a signal for our volunteers to report here to the harbor.”
“Is that like fireworks?”
“It is, but in sound only. There aren’t any visible signs, like colors flashing, but the noise is much louder. Two will be fired if the volunteers here are needed. There is a large ocean-going coastguard vessel in Padstow for emergencies that are beyond our lifeboat’s capabilities. If that is ever needed, we contact them by telephone.”
“Understand, sir. And again, thanks!”
Padstow is approximately sixteen miles north of Newquay, with the lifeboat station sitting at the River Camel Estuary. The boat is an Oakley class, self-righting lifeboat, thirty-seven feet in length.
Grant turned and ran up South Quay Hill, not stopping until he reached the car park on Fore Street. He hoped Adler was on his way in that chopper because they were going to need it.
EOD
St. Mawgan
Grant pulled the MG into the first parking space available in front of the EOD building. Grabbing the car keys from the ignition, he flung the door open, trying to extricate himself as quickly as he could from the sports car’s front seat.
As he hurried toward the office, the door opened and Adler came out, wearing his service dress khakis. “Skipper! How ya doin’?”
“Joe! Where’s that chopper you came in on?” He looked up and down the runway, unable to spot the helo.
Adler knew there was trouble and he rushed toward him. “They’re refueling for the return to Mildenhall!”
“Come on!” Grant said. They took off running toward the office.
A petty officer sitting behind the desk jumped up when he saw the two officers coming through the doorway. “Sirs!”
Grant ordered, “Petty Officer, call Operations. By my orders that chopper is not to take off! Request the pilot contact me here ASAP!”
“Aye, aye, sir!” The petty officer immediately dialed the number.
Grant turned to Adler, but he didn’t even have to ask, as Adler said, “Our gear’s already stowed in the barracks, skipper. By the way, I brought you a stash of these,” he said, reaching into his shirt pocket.
Grant took the Snickers candy bar and licked his lips. “Later,” he said, giving Adler’s arm a light slap. “We’ll head over to the barracks as soon as we have confirmation on the chopper, Joe.”
The door to Henley’s office opened, and Henley poked his head out. Grant turned toward him. “You okay, Jack?”
Henley just nodded.
The petty officer held the phone toward Grant. “Excuse me, sir. The the pilot’s being patched through.”
Grant held a finger up to Henley, indicating for him to wait, as he answered the phone call, “Stevens.”
“Lieutenant Norris here, sir. Is there a problem?”
“Lieutenant, you just flew Lieutenant Adler here to St. Mawgan.”
“Yes, sir, we did.”
“We need to ‘requisition’ your chopper for awhile.”
“Don’t understand, sir.” Norris shot a glance over to his co-pilot, Lieutenant Taylor, as he shrugged his shoulders.
“Security matter, Lieutenant. Have you completed refueling?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Do you know where the EOD building is?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Okay. There’s a field just behind it for you to land. Give us about fifteen minutes to get our gear. I’ll explain when we board. But be prepared for immediate takeoff.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
“Let’s go, Joe,” Grant said, leading Adler into Henley’s office.
Once the door was closed, Grant said, “Assume you two have met?” Both men nodded. “Okay. Here’s the short version of what happened this morning when I met Gunny Baranski at the harbor.” Grant filled both men in on the details he had.
When he finished, he looked at Henley. “Jack, Joe and I will get our gear and have the chopper fly us out to the area. We’ll see if we can find anything that’ll give us a clue.”
“What should I do?” Henley asked with obvious concern showing on his face.
“Nothing you can do for now. Any luck on that phone call?”
Henley shook his head. “I tried at least five times, but no answer.”
Grant didn’t expect there would be. He turned toward the door, then looked back at Henley. “On second thought, there is something you can do. Try and find out if that Shackleton located any bodies. Let us know before the chopper lifts off.”
Henley started to reach for the phone, when Grant asked, “You haven’t talked to Victoria, have you?”
Henley shook his head. “No. I don’t know what to tell her.”
“Nothing, Jack. You tell her nothing for the time being. Listen, can you stay here until we get back? I don’t have a timeframe, but I may need to talk with you again.”
“Sure. I’ll wait.”
Grant nodded. As he and Adler got to the outer office, Grant stopped. “Wait up, Joe.” He walked over to the desk and grabbed a piece of paper and a pencil. As he wrote, he said to Becker, “Chief, have one of the petty officers go to the Atlantic Hotel. Tell him to give this note to Miss Abigail Hall. She works at the front desk. All my stuff’s in my room and already packed. Appreciate it being brought here.”
“I’ll see that it’s done, sir.”
He handed the folded paper to Becker, then took his wallet from his back pocket. He thumbed through English banknotes, selected a few, then handed them to Becker. “This should take care of the bill.”
Grant followed Adler outside. They broke into a jog, heading over to the barracks, when Adler asked with a raised eyebrow, “And just how well do you know this Miss Hall?” He opened the door, letting Grant go ahead of him.
“Like I said, she’s the desk clerk at the hotel.”
“There’s gotta be more to the story! Be assured we will be continuing this conversation later,” Adler laughed.

Chapter 11

Flying about two miles off the coast, the Sea King started making several passes along that stretch of water. Nothing had been spotted during the flight out. The pilot turned east, maneuvering the chopper closer inland, then started the same routine, flying north, south, then reverse. With the speed and direction of the current, any debris should have floated closer to the beach.
Grant and Adler sat at the edge of the cargo doorway, dressed in wetsuits, booties, and swim fins, their masks hanging around their necks.
“See anything yet, Joe?” Grant continued looking at the water passing under the chopper.
Adler pressed the binoculars against his eyes, moving his head slowly, trying not to miss one square inch. “Nothing, skipper. Not even a life vest. You sure we’re in the right area?”
“Can’t be sure, that’s why I asked Lieutenant Norris to fly this route. That eighteen footer couldn’t have gone farther out with one small engine. I’m bettin’ somebody was out here waiting for those two men.”
The chopper started banking as Grant heard, “Captain Stevens!” The co-pilot, Lieutenant Taylor, stepped behind him. “Sir, we’re coming up on something. You should be able to see it any time now.”
Both Grant and Adler leaned forward, trying to catch sight of the debris. “I see it, skipper! Two o’clock!”
The pilot reduced speed then slowly brought the chopper to hover fifty feet above the water.
“Looks like it might be part of a door. There’re some broken planks.” Adler lowered the glasses. “Are we gonna go take a peek?”
Grant looked up at Taylor. “Lieutenant, can you take us down to ten feet?”
“Our pleasure, sir! What speed?”
“No more than ten knots. We’ll signal when we’re ready for extraction,” Grant said.
Taylor gave a thumb’s up, then relayed the order to Lieutenant Norris.
In order not to disturb the floating debris, the pilot maneuvered the chopper farther away. The lower the chopper got, the more water swirled and kicked up.
Grant and Adler were ready. They sat in the doorway waiting for the “go” signal. They rubbed some spit inside their masks, put them on, and adjusted the straps.
The green light came on. With their arms close to their chests, their hands pressing their masks against their faces, they left the chopper, first Grant, then Adler three seconds later.
Popping up to the surface, they signaled Taylor with a fist high in the air. Taylor saluted, then stood-by.
Grant and Adler started swimming toward the debris. The current was strong. The debris field had already drifted well past where the smoke had been first spotted.
Grant called, “Gonna take a look!” He pointed down. Taking a deep breath, he disappeared beneath the surface.
He dove straight down, then started swimming back and forth, slowly expanding his search. He looked up, seeing Adler swimming through debris.
The odds of finding anything were slim to none, but he had to give it a shot. If they had more time, he’d have the chopper take them farther north.
He looked down one more time before he started his ascent, breaking the surface about five feet from Adler. Spitting some water from his mouth, he asked, “Anything?”
Adler was hanging onto a large piece of wood, part of a door. He held it toward Grant. “This is what I saw from the chopper. Appears to be some blackening around the edges. With all these pieces, it looks like this boat went ‘boom’ big time.”
Grant examined the wood. “Seen anything with numbers?”
“Not yet.” Adler shoved the wood away.
Treading water, they maneuvered their way through a field of broken, burned debris, most too small to recognize.
“Wait a minute,” Adler called, as he reached for something. He swam back to Grant. “Is this what you’re looking for?”
Grant reached for the piece of wood slightly bigger than his hand. Located near the jagged edge was part of the number five and what looked like the letter J. “What the hell would I do without you?”
“Not much!” Adler laughed. “Have you seen enough? Should I signal for the chopper?”
“Do it!”
Adler lit off the flare then held it high overhead. Within seconds of spotting the red smoke, Norris aimed the chopper for the extraction point.
Taylor double-checked that one end of the ladder was secured, then he dropped the rest over the side. He stood by, ready to assist.
Below, Grant and Adler fought the heavy wash spraying over them and swam toward the ladder. Adler reached up and grabbed hold, then started climbing, with Grant right behind him.
Once they were aboard, Taylor asked, “Where next, sir?”
Grant replied, “Take us back to St. Mawgan, Lieutenant.”
“Aye, aye sir.” Taylor returned to the cockpit.
Adler took off his face mask, then pushed his hood back. “So, what now?”
Grant laid his swim fins behind him. “Quick call to Torrinson first. Then… well, then we’ve gotta find that bastard Webb.”
“You think he went the way of that other guy, what’s his name? Carter?”
Grant put his foot up on the deck and rubbed his leg. “Wouldn’t surprise me, Joe, but I sure as hell hope not. We need to run our own form of G2 (interrogation) on him. Some serious shit is about to happen and we can’t find the players.” He picked up the piece of wood, running his finger over what was left of the number five. “Can’t screw around anymore. How are those nimble fingers of yours?”
Adler held up his hands, wiggling all his fingers. “Just say the word and these little digits will perform more than admirably!”
St. Mawgan
The chopper touched down on the field behind the EOD building. While Norris shut down the engine, Taylor rushed from the cockpit. He stopped near the door, just as Adler and Grant jumped out. “Everything okay, sirs?”
“We’re good, Lieutenant, and thanks for the help!” Adler responded.
“Any time, sir!” Taylor replied.
“You’re not off the hook, yet,” Grant laughed, as he grabbed his swim fins from the deck. “We may need your services again real soon, so I’d like you to remain on base. Contact your C.O. and give him a heads-up. If he needs further authorization, ask him to contact Admiral Torrinson at NIS in D.C.”
“Yes, sir. Where should we contact you?”
“Just call EOD.” It dawned on him how much he’d said that lately. He gave a quick “thank you” salute. He and Adler ran across a field of damp grass, heading for EOD.
Henley came running around the side of the building, stopping short when he saw the two men. “Did you find anything?” he asked anxiously.
Grant caught his breath and answered, “Not much. Look, we’ve gotta get out of these wetsuits. Meet you in your office in twenty.” Not waiting for a response, he headed to the barracks with Adler running alongside him.
* * *
Henley was sitting behind his desk, swiveling back and forth, puffing on a cigarette and drinking Coke. He swallowed the last mouthful, then threw the can in the trash. Looking at his watch, he reached for the phone to call his wife, when a knock at his door interrupted him. “Come!”
Grant came in ahead of Adler. “Did you get any word from RAF search and rescue, Jack?”
Henley smashed the cigarette in the ashtray. “No bodies had been spotted. They patrolled along the coast but still hadn’t seen any.”
Adler had posted himself next to the door, just waiting for Grant to say something, to come up with their next move. He watched silently as Grant paced back and forth. Finally, he decided to offer his own opinion. “I’m thinking those two got a ride back to the beach. You, too?”
Grant stopped and slapped him on the shoulder. “Two great minds, my friend!”
Then he turned to Henley. “Jack, what’s that brother-in-law of yours look like? Describe him.”
“About five eight, light brown hair, kinda long but not quite to his shoulders. It doesn’t look anything like it did when he was in the RAF. He’s got brown eyes. Part of his right eyebrow is missing from an accident when he was a kid, apparently. Wait a minute.” He reached into the middle drawer of his desk, pulling out a photograph. “Here’s a picture of him and Victoria. It’s not too recent, but he looks about the same.”
Grant examined the color photo, memorizing facial features. The two didn’t look much alike. Victoria had blue eyes, straight blond hair just to her shoulder, and was about five inches shorter than her brother. There was something about the look on her face. She was smiling, but it seemed like a forced smile.
He handed the photo to Adler before asking Henley, “Anybody check out his house or flat? I think you said he lived in St. Columb Major.”
“It’s a flat, and no, none of us have checked it.”
“And the last time you saw or talked with him?”
“The night you and I met at Sailor’s. I don’t know if Vicky’s called him, but they usually don’t talk every day.”
Grant sat on the corner of the desk. “Something else to put on the list,” he said under his breath. “Does he usually just take off?”
“Maybe just during this past year. Every once in awhile we wouldn’t hear from him for a couple of days at a time.”
“Any explanation from him?”
Henley shook his head. “He’s a grown man. None of our business, although we suspected he took off for some party-time away from here. And since it’s the weekend, I wouldn’t be surprised if he already left town.”
“With anybody in particular?”
“Don’t know.”
Grant’s eyes narrowed. “Seems you know very little about your own brother-in-law, Jack.”
Henley started to respond when he heard Becker from the outer office. “Commander!”
“Come on in, Chief.”
Becker poked his head in the doorway. “Sir, a call just came in from the Brit CID office downtown. They want Captain Stevens to pay them a visit… today, sir.”
Henley shot a glance at Grant before saying, “Okay, Chief. That’ll be all.”
“Yes, sir.” Becker closed the door.
Grant decided the situation was getting out of hand, especially when it came to Henley and his wife, because Colin Webb was a major suspect.
“Jack, I think Victoria needs to be protected. We’ve got to get her away from here.”
Henley looked at him. Part of him couldn’t believe what was happening, and the other part was angry as hell. “And where the fuck do you suggest she go, Grant? Where?!”
Grant didn’t hesitate. “We’ll put her on a chopper to Mildenhall and make sure she’s guarded twenty-four seven. Think she’ll be safe there, Jack?”
Henley could only stare at Grant. “Christ! Jesus Christ, Grant!” He slammed both fists on the desk. “How the hell did it come to this?! I know one thing. When this shit’s over, I’m resigning.”
“Knee-jerk reaction, Jack, and you know it.” He started to reach for the phone. “Look, I’m gonna need one of the vehicles.”
Henley swung his chair around toward the window, flicking a hand over his shoulder. “Sure. Anything you want.”
Grant stared at Henley’s back as he said to Adler, “Joe, check with Chief Becker. Have him get a vehicle ready for us.”
“Are we gonna need any gear?” Adler pointed with two fingers and a thumb up, meaning weapons.
Grant nodded. “And bring a couple of radios.” Adler left. “Jack, call your wife. Tell her you’ll be home late and for her to be ready to leave when you get there.”
Henley spun his chair around. “What the hell am I…?”
“Come up with any excuse that works, Jack… but she’s gonna be on that chopper to Mildenhall. I’ll contact the pilots. They should’ve gotten authorization by now.” He walked over to the door. “I’ll use the phone in the outer office. Call her now, Jack.”
As Grant closed the door behind him, Adler stepped closer. “Skipper, got a vehicle fueled and ‘froggy’ and the gear’s on board. Chief Becker and I coordinated the radio frequencies.”
“Thanks, Joe.” One short call and Grant got confirmation from the chopper pilots. They’d be ready for passengers.
He decided to put off the visit to Brit CID. Marine Lieutenant Colonel Donaldson was more important. Security for the nukes had to be stepped up.
“Let’s go, Joe.”
On the way to the EOD van, Adler said, “In case you’re wondering, I called the admiral when I arrived here.”
“Haven’t had time to call him, Joe. Been running ‘balls to the wall’ these past few hours. Any idea if he’s had that meeting with State?”
“He said he met with SECDEF and SECNAV.”
“Anything about SIS being brought in?”
“Negative. I mean, he didn’t bring it up.”
“Guess we’re still on our own then.”
“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?” Adler laughed, as he got into the passenger side of the van.
“Maybe not this time.”
It wasn’t the answer Adler was expecting. “I guess you’re right.”
Grant opened the driver’s door, seeing his .45 in the holster with a loaded clip laying next to it. He took out the weapon, then rammed the clip in. He slid the weapon back into the holster.
“But tell me, skipper, what the hell just happened back there?”
Grant attached the belt around his waist. “You mean between me and Jack?”
“Yeah. I wasn’t exactly hearing friend-to-friend chatter.”
“I don’t know,” Grant answered, shaking his head, “but he’s scared shitless about something. He just won’t talk.”
“Maybe he just needs time.”
“It’s something none of us have, Joe.”
“So what’s next then? We going to see the cops?”
Grant adjusted the holster on his hip, as he slid behind the steering wheel. “Not yet. Need to talk with the marine C.O.”
“Okay, but I’ve gotta tell you something,” Adler said in all seriousness.
“I suppose you’re hungry.”
“Damn straight! I’m up for trying some good English food.”
“How about fish ‘n’ chips or a Cornish pasty?”
“I need more than a pastry!”
“Pasty! Pasty! A complete meal in a compact design, easy to carry, good for travel,” Grant laughed as he backed out of the parking space.
“I’ll give it a shot.”
“Afraid you’re gonna have to wait. More important shit to do first.”
“That’s cruel. That’s damn cruel!”
“Here,” Grant said, reaching into his pocket. “Chew on this!” Adler took the Snickers and stripped off the wrapper.
Grant put the van into drive, when he saw Henley in the rearview mirror, running after him, waving almost frantically. He hit the brakes.
“What the hell…?” Adler spat out, bracing his hands against the dashboard.
“Something’s goin’ on,” Grant replied. He rolled down the window, and ducked his head out just as Henley got to the van. “What’s wrong, Jack?”
Henley grabbed the door frame with both hands. “Victoria! She’s not answering the phone!”
“Why the panic? She could just be… ”
“No! No! She doesn’t have a car. There’s no place for her to go at this hour. She’s always home getting dinner ready. Something’s wrong, Grant! I’m sure of it!”
Grant slammed the gearshift into park. “You drive!”
Adler was already climbing into the back seat. Grant slid over to the passenger side. “Go!”

Chapter 12

Twenty minutes later, Henley started slowing the vehicle. A twenty acre park, shaped like a fairway dogleg, was within sight of his neighborhood. Flower gardens, fountains, and a small lake attracted locals everyday. This evening, two children were chasing ducks across the grass, while their parents stood close by, holding small bags with feed.
“We’re almost there,” Henley said while he held onto the steering wheel with a death grip. He made a left turn, going up a slight hill on a narrow road. “That’s the street,” he said pointing to the right.
Grant said quietly, “Stop here.”
The street was a cul-de-sac that had about twenty houses, ten on each side, all one story. They were built in pairs, each pair attached by single car garages. All were the same beige colored stucco, except garages were different colors.
Grant looked out the side window. “Which house?”
Henley pointed. “Fourth on the left, with the blue garage door.”
Adler kept his eyes on the surrounding area, as Grant asked, “Any other doors besides the front?”
“There’s one in the kitchen leading out to the backyard.”
“What’s the layout?”
“Living room, dining room to the right; kitchen in the middle; two bedrooms to the left; one bath in between the bedrooms.”
“What’s out back?”
“There’s a narrow tree line with more houses behind it.”
“Give Joe the house keys.”
Henley took the keys from the ignition and slid one skeleton key from the ring. He handed it to Adler. “That opens front and back. Here’s the key to the garage.”
“Is there an inside door to the garage?” Adler asked.
“No.”
Grant pointed straight ahead. “Drive to those trees.” Henley started the engine and slowly drove up the main street. “How’s it lookin’, Joe?” Grant asked as they passed the side street.
“A couple of kids playing at the end of the road. Only three cars parked in driveways. That’s it.”
“Okay, Jack. Pull over here.”
Grant and Adler got out. Grant leaned toward the window, looking at Henley. “Turn around. Wait near the park we just passed.”
“But… ”
“Take off, Jack. Wait there.”
Reluctantly, Henley drove away. Grant and Adler ignored him, keeping their full attention on their objective.
“Take the front door, Joe. I’ll work around to the back.”
Adler held the key in his left hand, with his right hand on his holstered weapon. Cautiously walking up two steps, he followed the short sidewalk to the front door. He took a moment to look one more time around the neighborhood, making sure no one was standing by windows. Seeing Grant disappear around the side of the house, he unlocked the door.
Stepping into the entry, he drew his weapon. Looking into the open spaces, he listened for any sounds. Nothing.
The back door was clear glass top to bottom. He saw Grant leaning slightly, in order to get a view of the kitchen. Adler unlocked the door. Taking one last scan of the yard, Grant slipped into the room.
The kitchen was narrow… no wider than five feet. Cabinets and counters were stark white. A gas cooktop was next to a small stainless sink. Opposite was a small fridge under a cabinet. Brit housewives usually shopped everyday, bringing home fresh vegetables and meats. Electricity was at a premium. Most homeowners had a meter in the garage. A supply of shillings was kept handy. Run out of shillings… run out of electricity.
The two men slowly walked through the room. No food was on the counters or cooktop. The absence of cooking odors suggested nothing had been prepared. The kitchen was spotless.
Standing in the kitchen doorway, Grant motioned for Adler to go around to the dining room and living room. He turned and quietly headed to the front bedroom.
The door was closed. He stepped nearer, looking down the hallway, seeing the bathroom door open. The second bedroom door was closed.
His left hand was on the door handle when he saw Adler coming toward him, shaking his head. Grant motioned for him to position himself outside the back bedroom.
Slowly opening the door, Grant stepped in cautiously. Again, everything was in its place. The bed was made. There were two wardrobes. He opened the first. Long dresses, mini skirts, and blouses hung undisturbed from a wooden bar. Boots and shoes were lined up across the bottom. Then he opened the wardrobe next to it. Henley’s uniforms, ties and civvies were neatly arranged.
He left the bedroom, walking toward the bathroom, motioning for Adler to check the back bedroom. Within a minute Adler reappeared, shaking his head. Grant poked his head into the small bathroom. Nothing.
They holstered their weapons. Adler asked, “Well, what do you think? Do we need to check the garage?”
“Do it. I’m gonna take one quick look around to see if we missed anything.”
Grant heard the sound of the garage door being raised then closed. Again, nothing.
Adler came back through the front door, seeing Grant walking out of the hallway. “I take it you didn’t find anything either.”
On one hand Grant was relieved they didn’t, but on the other, it meant more questions, like where the hell was Victoria Henley?
“Let’s go meet Jack,” Grant said as he opened the front door and looked up and down the street. “Clear.”
Adler stepped outside then locked the door. They left quickly, making sure their weapons were hidden under their jackets.
They still couldn’t see the van from where they were. Adler took the time to comment, “I’ve been trying to come up with a reason why the commander acted the way he did, skipper.”
Grant just shook his head. “I don’t know what the hell the problem is, Joe. I mean, I know his concern for his wife, but it’s like he’s fighting me on everything.”
“You don’t seriously think he’s involved in any way, do you?”
“I sure as hell hope not. It’s just that I don’t know what to expect from him.”
“You mean like possibly doing something stupid?”
“Right. I tell you what I’d like to do and that’s throw his ass in the slammer to keep him out of trouble.”
“Christ, skipper! The man’s a commander in charge of an EOD team. What’s makin’ him so… so irrational?”
“Good question.” Grant slowed his pace, then threw out another idea. “Maybe it’s his wife we’ve gotta worry about.”
That caught Adler off guard. “But we had her security checked!”
“I know, but it doesn’t mean… ” Spotting the van, Grant went silent. Henley started opening the door, until Grant waved him back, as he said to Adler, “You and I will have to talk that one out, Joe.”
Adler said, “Agreed, but I guess in the meantime, we do the ‘babysitting’ routine, huh?”
“For now, yeah.”
Adler jumped into the back seat as Grant got in the front passenger side.
“Did you find her?” Henley asked nervously.
Grant leaned against the door, turning slightly to look at him. “No sign of her, Jack.”
Henley just stared at Grant, unbelieving. Grant added, “Nothing was disturbed. Everything was in order. If she was expecting you home for dinner, it sure as hell didn’t look it. Stove, counters were as clean as a whistle.”
All three men sat quietly until Grant asked, “Is it possible she went out with friends?”
“I don’t think so. She would’ve told me.”
“Gimme some help here, Jack, because I think we’re running out of time.”
Not only were they running out of time, but Grant was running out of patience. “Look… just get us the hell outta here. Head to her brother’s place!”
Grant thought of dropping Henley off at EOD. He and Adler could find their way to St. Columb Major. But he wasn’t prepared to leave Henley on his own. This Navy commander seemed to be going off the deep end and Grant couldn’t risk it. If matters got worse, he would have no choice but to relieve him of command. And that didn’t set well either.
Adler rested an arm against the back of the front seat, getting a better view out the windshield. He was trying to remember streets and landmarks in case they had to make a return visit without Henley.
Grant knew Adler was mentally tracing the route, giving him a chance to concentrate on their next move. But he kept thinking about Henley’s house. If Adler had noticed the locks had been jimmied, he would’ve said something. But everything was in perfect order. Maybe it was too damn spotless.
There appeared to be more than one scenario when it came to Victoria Webb-Henley. None of them were to Grant’s liking.
He had to decide — either go to St. Columb Major or call the admiral. “Change of plans. Gotta call the admiral. Take us to the base.”
“But what about…?” Henley asked, giving Grant a quick, confused look.
Grant was already preparing for his conversation with Torrinson and completely ignored Henley. His decision could possibly mean life or death for thousands of residents and tourists in Cornwall.
St. Newlyn East
Keeping the Rover in second gear as it barreled up the driveway, Webb spun the steering wheel as he made the curve around the back of the house. Tires skidded across gravel when he hit both brake and clutch. He popped both peddles. The Rover lurched violently and came to a stop. He flung open the door, then jumped out. Running hard, he burst into the kitchen.
The men seated at the dining room table swung around. Razzag Aknin jumped up, dagger in hand. His chair hit the floor. He stood protectively in front of Massi.
Labeaux motioned with his hand. “Relax. He’s one of my men. He drove you here, remember?” He moved away from the table, waited until Aknin settled down, then walked to the kitchen.
Grabbing Webb by the arm, he roughly pulled him away from the door. “What’s wrong with you? Don’t… ”
“They found a body!”
“What are you talking about?”
“After I left Victoria, I circled back through town. Copper’s were everywhere. Some bloke ran by the car and I asked him what the fuck was happening. He said a body’d been found tangled in a fisherman’s net. They brought it into Newquay Harbor.”
Labeaux wondered if it could be Farrell’s body. “And why do you think I’d be interested?”
“I just thought that… that something could’ve happened to Quinn, or one of the others.”
“I see.” Labeaux debated with himself. Should he go to the harbor to see if it was Farrell’s body? That would confirm Quinn had followed his orders. Or should he ignore it completely?
He glanced at his watch. “I should be done soon, then you’re to take those two back to the airfield. Return here immediately after.”
Webb slowly backed away, seeing the two Arabs watching him closely. Once outside, he went to the Rover and slammed the car door. Questions started filling his mind. What the fuck were two Arabs doing here? And why with less than two days before the operation against St. Mawgan?
It was a well known fact that Labeaux sold himself to anyone with money. Were they here to make plans of their own for his next adventure somewhere in the Middle East? But why meet here in England?
He reached through the open window, snatching a pack of cigarettes from the dash. After drawing one out with his lips, he tossed the pack back on the dash. He flipped open the lighter. His hands were shaking. He couldn’t light the damn cigarette. Giving up, he angrily threw the cigarette across the yard.
He thought about Callum and his men on the boat hiding out somewhere. Could that body possibly be one of them? What was it Labeaux said earlier when he asked why Farrell wasn’t with him? Was it possible Farrell was killed? Is that why Labeaux wanted to go to Newquay Harbor? To see if was Farrell’s body?
The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. “Bloody fuck!” He started walking back and forth furiously. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe he was just getting a case of the jitters with the operation coming up. Labeaux was their only hope for doing damage to the Brits.
Opening the car door, he slid his hand under the seat, verifying the binoculars were there. Once they got to the harbor, he’d try to find out for himself.
EOD
St. Mawgan
As the three men approached EOD, Grant reached for Henley’s arm. “Hold up, Jack. I’d like you to wait in the outer office while I phone the admiral.”
“Victoria may be in danger, and you want to make a fuckin’ phone call?!” Henley shouted.
Grant’s head was pounding. “Look, Jack, I realize you’re worried, but can’t you understand our concern about the thousands of people in this town?”
Henley just stared at Grant, not responding. Right now he didn’t give a shit about anyone else except his wife.
Grant turned and opened the door. Only two men were in the EOD office, both on duty. Everyone else left for the evening.
When the three officers entered, the petty officers stood. “Evening, sirs.”
“As you were, gentlemen,” Grant said, giving a cursory nod, then he turned his attention to Henley. “Jack, why don’t you give your brother-in-law a call while we talk with the admiral? Tell me what you find out.” Henley just watched the two men disappear into his office.
Adler closed the door behind him. His question to Grant was more of a statement. “You don’t think there’s gonna be anybody at that house, do you?”
“I’d be surprised otherwise,” Grant answered, glancing at his watch. He picked up the phone and dialed the number for NIS.
“Admiral Torrinson’s office. Petty Officer Phillips.”
“Zach. Captain Stevens.”
“Afternoon, sir!” the red-headed Phillips responded.
“Is the admiral available, Zach?”
“He’s over at State, sir. Secretary Freedman requested a meeting.”
“It’s important, Zach. Any way to patch me through?”
Phillips nodded to himself. “Wait one, sir.”
Adler hooked his thumbs in his back pockets and walked to the window. Nukes! Not a pleasant thought.
Grant leaned back against the edge of the desk, crossing one foot over the other. With his head down, he tried to piece together what they learned so far. It wasn’t much. He wondered if Secretary Freedman would accept the little he did have.
Grant never met the Secretary, but only heard occasional scuttlebutt from his two friends in the Secret Service. Freedman was impatient, demanding, and egotistical. When he was appointed Secretary of State, Washington “buzzed” for weeks. He had yet to face a crisis… political or otherwise. This might just be the time.
Grant wasn’t sure what to expect during the coming conversation.
Zach came back on the line. “Sir, I’m patching you through to Secretary Freedman’s office.”
Grant finally heard Torrinson’s voice. “Captain?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I’m here with Secretary Freedman, Grant. SECDEF and SECNAV should be arriving shortly.”
“Sir, I still don’t have a whole lot of information, but I think it might be time to bring in SIS.”
“Let me put you on speaker, Grant.”
A moment later, Grant heard, “Captain Stevens, this is Secretary Freedman.” Freedman kept his eyes on his cigar as he rolled it between his fingers.
“Afternoon, sir.”
“Do you have anything to report, Captain?”
“Not much, sir, except I think I’ve identified a couple more players.”
“Are they major players?” Freedman asked, as he glanced at Torrinson.
“Sorry, sir, but I don’t believe so.”
Freedman shook his head in disappointment, as Torrinson took over the conversation. “Grant, you mentioned something about SIS.”
“Yes, sir. I know I don’t have a lot to go on, but I think they’re the ones who might be able to assist in making identifications.”
“Are you suspecting any group or specific individual?”
“Well, sir, I may be reaching here, but considering the situation between Northern Ireland and England, we may have to look at the IRA.”
Torrinson leaned back, mulling over Grant’s suggestion. It was well known that U.S. and Libyan sympathizers supplied arms and money to the Northern Ireland cause, but to suspect the IRA of using nuclear weapons was indeed a stretch.
Freedman stuck the unlit cigar in his mouth, gnawing on the tip. Letting it dangle from the corner of his mouth, he questioned, “Captain, what are your thoughts about the Libyans being somehow involved?”
“Well, sir, there’s always that possibility, but right now I’m going with the IRA. Can’t deny Libya might be helping with the financing, and we know they want nuclear technology, but… ” Grant slowly shook his head. “Sirs, I just don’t have enough intel to answer with any positive conviction.”
Before there were comments, Grant said, “Admiral, Mr. Secretary, it may be time to consider the consequences. There are thousands of people here in Newquay, residents and tourists alike, and that’s not counting the small hamlets within only a few miles of St. Mawgan.”
As Grant waited for a response, there was a knock at the office door. Adler opened it seeing one of the petty officer’s. Grant looked at the two as he finally heard Freedman ask, “Captain, are you suggesting a total evacuation of that area?”
Adler closed the door and stepped near Grant, whispering, “Fisherman found a body.”
Grant covered the mouthpiece. “Get details.” Adler nodded then left.
“Captain?” Freedman said louder.
“Sorry, sir, but we just got a report that a body’s been found.”
Torrinson spoke up. “Grant, I suspect you have some additional details to share.”
“Uh, yes, sir.” Grant proceeded to relay all the information about the boat and the two individuals he saw at the harbor, adding information about the trip to the debris site.
Then it was time to bring up Commander Jack Henley. He decided to keep to himself his own concerns regarding Henley’s possible involvement. He still didn’t have proof. “Sirs, I’m worried about Commander Henley.”
Both the Secretary and Torrinson didn’t like the sound of that. “Go on,” Torrinson replied.
Grant described Henley’s depth of worry concerning his wife, ending with, “We don’t know where she is, sir.”
Torrinson replied, “You’ve got a lot of different directions to go, Grant.”
“I know, sir. Have to find out about that body first. Depending what we learn, Joe and I might be heading to St. Columb Major to check out the brother-in-law’s place. Oh, sir, is it possible to have someone run a check on that guy? My fault; should’ve done it sooner.”
“Give me his name,” Torrinson said, jotting down the information. “When I get the report, where should I contact you?”
“Tough answer, sir. Maybe just leave word here. We’ve got radios and Chief Becker has the frequencies. Joe or I will try and check in from wherever we are.” Grant ran a hand over the top of his head, feeling frustrated and worried.
Secretary Freedman broke in. “Captain, I’ll talk with the president about SIS getting involved. If that happens it’ll probably be someone from their MI6 division. And Captain, you realize that division doesnot exist.”
“I understand, Mr. Secretary.” Grant smiled to himself, thinking about another group — SEAL Team Six. They didn’t exist either.

Chapter 13

Newquay Harbor
Shops along Fore Street were busy. Tourists hustled in and out, carrying recent purchases. Small children had their noses pressed against storefront glass, pointing to toys and local souvenirs. Restaurants were overflowing, inside and out. Some patrons carried their dinner with them: fish ‘n’ chips wrapped in “cones” made from newspaper, perfect for absorbing grease.
Pubs were just as crowded. Customers stood under awnings or sat at small tables covered by umbrellas.
A steady flow of traffic moved at a slow pace. Parking along the main, one-way street was a problem. With only a few parking lots available, congestion was common.
Henley was driving the van with Grant in the passenger seat and Adler in back. Adler commented on the traffic. “At this rate, maybe we should’ve walked, skipper.”
Grant looked ahead and pointed. “Almost there, Joe. It’s the street’s by that building with the blue awning.”
Henley made a right off Fore Street onto South Quay Hill. He slowed the van, then had to stop because of the crowd. The road was almost totally blocked by a throng of curious onlookers, jostling one another, trying to get a better view. Word had spread quickly about a body being found in the bay.
Brit cops had already put up wooden barriers at the curve. They stood by, preventing anyone from scooting around them.
Grant opened the door. “I’ll see if they’ll let us down there.” Hopping out of the van, he elbowed his way through the crowd, heading to the nearest constable.
The constable put his arm out. “You cannot proceed any further.”
“I need to talk with Habormaster Roberts, sir. He and I spoke earlier about a… situation. Tell him it’s Grant Stevens.”
“Wait here, sir.” The constable motioned to another officer, who immediately ran down to the breakwater, stopping next to a moored fishing boat.
As he waited, Grant looked around the harbor. Two cop cars were parked on the breakwater. Another two blocked the road at the bottom of the hill. The only civilians appeared to be the fishermen who most likely found the body. Grant turned around, scanning the crowd. He spotted the old man who rented the boat standing next to another constable.
“You can go down, sir,” the constable said to him, after getting a wave from the harbormaster.
“There are two others in that van who are with me,” Grant pointed. “You need to let them through.”
Getting the cop’s approval, Grant motioned for Henley to drive, as he started running to where the harbormaster was waiting.
Once he was at the bottom of the hill, he jogged over to Roberts who was standing opposite the fishing boat. The two shook hands.
The sound of a car door slamming made Grant take a quick look. Adler hurried toward him. “Suggested the commander stay in the van.”
Grant nodded, then looked down at what was left of a partially blackened hand. It was poking out from underneath a worn piece of tarp that probably came off the fishing boat. “Where’d they find him, sir?”
“South of here,” Roberts replied. “He got tangled in the nets.”
“Mind if I take a look?” Grant asked as he stepped closer.
“Not a pretty sight,” Roberts commented.
Grant took that as an “it’s up to you” answer. He squatted down and reached for the tarp, slowly drawing it from the body.
“Damn!” Adler said under his breath, as he snapped his head back. He knelt down next to Grant. “Phew! Anything look familiar?”
Grant tried to find something recognizable. “I’m pretty certain it isn’t the guy with the raincoat. I got a pretty good look at him when the boat pulled out of the harbor.”
The body he was looking at was just a bloody, blackened mess. The left hand and ear were missing. His abdomen was split open, exposing the lower section of what was left of his liver. Most of the disembowelment was from the explosion, but also partially from active sea life.
Grant commented, “This guy could’ve been the one with the weapon. He’s about the right height and body size. Christ! He must’ve been right on top of whatever blew.” His eyes followed along the length of the body down to the legs. “Either he slammed into something or something slammed into him to cause those compound fractures of his legs.” Without taking his eyes from the body, he asked Adler, “Got any ideas?”
“Probably not much gas in that small engine, but some C4 would’ve helped nicely with whatever was there.” He got down on a knee. Squinting, and trying not to breath too deeply, he leaned closer, moving his index finger in a small circle just above the scorched temple. “What does that look like to you?”
“Christ!”
“Yeah. Looks like a bullet took care of this guy before the explosion did.” Not wanting to touch any part of the dead guy, Adler went to the other side of the body. Bending over, he looked at the head and pointed. “The exit was here, in front of where his ear used to be.”
Grant drew the tarp back over the body, then stood. He asked the harbormaster, “Did the old gentleman who rented the boat take a look at this?”
Roberts shook his head. “You mean Albert? We thought it best he didn’t.”
“Understand, sir.” Grant backed up a couple of steps, taping Adler on the arm. “Let’s go.” He held his hand toward Roberts. “Sir, really appreciate your assistance and letting us take a look.”
Roberts took hold of Grant’s hand with a firm grasp. “Anytime, mate!”
Henley stood next to the van on the driver’s side puffing on a cigarette. When he saw Grant and Adler coming towards him, he dropped the cigarette, asking anxiously, “Well? Did you learn anything?”
Adler gave both of them a quick look, then got in the back seat, as Grant said, “I’m sure it’s one of the men I saw taking out the boat, but still don’t know who it is. Come on, Jack. You drive.”
One of the cops at the top of the hill waved them toward him. Henley put the van into drive and started driving slowly.
The curious crowd was being pushed back to allow the van to pass. Grant was staring out the windshield. As they approached the curve, he said under his breath, “Son of a bitch!” He immediately unsnapped the holster strap, then rested his hand on the handle of his .45.
“What the hell are you lookin’ at, skipper?”
“I think it’s him!”
Henley was craning his neck, looking in every direction, not knowing what or who he was looking for.
Adler questioned, “Who? The guy you saw earlier at the harbor?”
“Yeah. The ‘raincoat’ guy.” Grant reached for the door handle. He opened it just until it unlatched, then he hung on. He couldn’t let the suspect out of his sight. “Jack, drive slowly. Keep your eyes straight ahead.”
Henley pressed on the accelerator, just enough to barely move the van forward.
Adler eased his weapon from the holster and flipped off the safety. He scooted across the seat, getting close to the door.
“Shit!” Grant spat out. “He’s got glasses (binoculars) on us.” It was then Grant drew his weapon.
The van was almost through the blockade. Adler had one hand on the door handle, waiting for Grant to make his move.
The cops pushed the crowd back farther, trying to make room for the van to pass. Henley’s heart pounded against his chest. He didn’t have any damn idea on how, or even if he’d be participating
Just then, the suspect turned and started to disappear in the crowd.
Grant shouted, “Jack! Follow us, but stay back at a safe distance!”
He threw the door open and jumped out, then slammed the door. He made a dash past the cops. Pushing his way through onlookers, he kept his arm hanging close to his body, with the .45 grasped in his hand. Adler stayed close. Trying to see over the top of the crowd, they finally broke through the masses.
Grant spotted him. “There he is!”
The suspect was running full bore up South Quay Hill. His dark raincoat flapped around him. There wasn’t anywhere for him to go but up. The cliff was to his left and a rock wall with jagged rocks lining the top were on the right. Curious onlookers leaned against the cliff wall, turning their heads as he ran behind them.
Keeping him in sight until he rounded a curve at the top, Grant and Adler put themselves into overdrive, trying to catch up.
Slowing as they neared the curve, they hugged the wall and ducked down, edging their way closer to where the road straightened. Grant looked around the wall, then motioned Adler to follow him. They scrambled across the street, getting close to a building, slowly making their way toward an alley on the left.
Poking his head around the corner, Grant didn’t see anyone or hear the sound of feet slapping against pavement. Again, the two took off, running straight ahead. Grant knew this part of town. The next main road was Fore Street, with a parking lot about two blocks down. Fore Street was one way, with traffic heading in their direction.
When they reached the corner, they stopped. There was a steady stream of traffic. People walked on both sides, looking in shop windows. The “raincoat man” was nowhere to be found.
Grant whispered to Adler, “Take the opposite side.” Adler waited until a car passed, then he darted across the street, ducking into a narrow alley next to a fish ‘n’ chips cafe. He signaled Grant he was ready.
Grant cautiously came around the corner. Staying close to the building, he walked faster. Folding his right arm across his middle, he tried to hide the weapon under his left arm. He maneuvered his way around people stopping to look in shops.
Adler wasn’t far behind on the opposite side, still ducking in and out of doorways. He’d stop, look at Grant, then try and find the suspect.
Grant was only a block away from the parking lot, when a sound of screeching tires and a loud revving engine made him tighten his grip on his gun. Within seconds a Range Rover came tearing out of the lot. The vehicle flew over the curb, continuing straight across Fore Street. The driver of an Austin Maxi hatchback hit the brakes, nearly broadsiding the Rover. People getting ready to cross the street jumped back, stunned.
The two Americans raced to the corner. Firing their weapons wasn’t going to be an option with so many civilians in the way.
Grant ran across the street, catching up to Adler. All they could do was watch the ass end of the Rover disappear around the bend onto Manor Road.
“Goddammit!” Grant said between clenched teeth.
“Just can’t seem to catch a break on this one, skipper,” Adler said, holstering his weapon. “There wasn’t even a license plate.”
Grant holstered his .45, finally taking his eyes from the now deserted road. As he turned, two men came up behind him and Adler.
“Bloody hell, mates!” the younger man said, eyeing the weapons in the holsters. “What the fuck happened?”
As he turned to leave, Grant responded, “Just a slight misunderstanding.”
“Quite the bloody misunderstanding, I have to say!”
Without further response, the Americans kept walking, looking toward South Quay. Henley was sitting in the van, parked at the corner, nervously slapping his hand against the outside of the door.
“C’mon,” Grant said. “Let’s try our luck at St. Columb and hope we can find that bastard Webb.
“What about the admiral? Aren’t you gonna call him?”
Grant stopped short. His frustration and lack of time were getting the best of him. He pushed his cap back with his thumb. Looking at his good friend, he could only shake his head.
“Jesus Christ, Joe! I don’t know which way to go first. We’ve gotta find Webb. We’ve gotta find Victoria, the ‘raincoat man,’ and then there’s the little issue of nukes. What the shit am I supposed to do?”
Adler rested a hand on Grant’s shoulder. “You do what you always do, skipper. You know, listen to that little gut thing of yours. I know it’s in there somewhere,” he said, pointing at Grant’s middle.
The two friends just stared at each other. Adler noticed a look in Grant’s eyes that gave him pause. He stepped closer. “Are you okay, I mean, are you having any pain?”
“Like I told the admiral, I’m working at a hundred ten percent.”
“Yeah, but you’ve been known to bend the goddamn truth more than once, haven’t you?”
Grant took a deep breath. “Help me out here, Joe.”
“Just name it.”
Grant finally gave one of his unmistakable shit-eat’n grins. “Help me do what we do best.”
“You mean find the freakin’ bad guys?”
“Fuckin’ A, my friend! Fuckin’ A!”
The two walked to the van, but as they walked side by side, Adler looked at Grant out of the corner of his eye. He knew Grant was just covering up. He was hurting for sure.
Grant yanked the door open and climbed into the front seat. He had to find out who “raincoat man” was. His best shot was the rental boat shack.
“Think we’d better take you home, Jack.”
“What the fuck do you mean, take me home?! Who the hell was that guy? And what about my wife?!”
“That’s why you need to go home! Look, she may try to contact you, or maybe she’s already there. Come on. Get movin’.” Henley pulled out onto Fore Street.
Adler sat quietly, looking at Grant. Whatever the plan was, it kept changing every time they turned around.
He leaned his head back against the seat, resting his hands on his stomach. The rumbling was non-stop. Maybe he needed to have Grant teach him some of that karate shit. He needed to learn discipline and concentration. Nothing else had worked to divert his thoughts from food.
* * *
Within ten minutes Henley pulled up to his house. No lights were on, inside or out. Adler handed him the house keys.
Henley got out. Grant slid over to the driver’s seat as Adler climbed in the passenger side.
Grant rolled down the window. “I’ll have one of your men pick you up in the morning. If you hear from your wife, call us. But promise me you won’t do anything without us. Hear me?” Then Grant lowered his voice. “Listen, Jack, we’re going to find her. You’ve gotta trust us.” He extended a hand to Henley.
Henley nodded, as Grant said, “Wait. Give us Webb’s address in case CID needs it.”
Adler wrote down the St. Columb Major address, wondering why Grant even brought up CID.
Henley turned away, then walked to the house.
As Grant drove to the end of the cul-de-sac, Adler asked, “Why the hell did you say it was for CID?”
“Didn’t want him to think we were going. I’ve had enough of his bullshit.”
Grant drove past the house slowly. A light in the kitchen had just come on.
“That’s all you can do, skipper. Time to stop the babysitting.”
“Yeah. You’re right.”
Grant put on the turn signal and stopped at the bottom of the road, waiting for a lorry (truck) to pass. As he made the right-hand turn, Adler asked, “So, what’s next?”
“I’ve gotta find out who that guy was. There’s something about him, but I can’t put my finger on it. I’m thinking the best shot is the rental shack. They’ve gotta have records. Maybe we can get a name.”
“I’m assuming we’re waiting till it gets dark,” Adler said.
“We’ll get you some chow, don’t worry.”
Adler put his hands together as if in prayer. “Thank you!”
* * *
Labeaux looked in the side mirror, not seeing any other vehicle behind them. “Slow down! We don’t want to draw any further attention.”
Webb eased his foot from the accelerator, and glanced quickly at Labeaux. “Who the hell were those bloody men?” he asked, without really expecting an answer.
Labeaux put an elbow on the armrest. He remained quiet. He thought about when he left the harbor with Farrell. Two men were on the breakwater casually glancing at them. But maybe it wasn’t just a casual glance after all, because one of the men chasing him tonight was one of those two. Seeing him through the binoculars had convinced him.
Concerned, Labeaux retraced in his mind this evening’s events, seeing the man being allowed to pass through the barricades, then inspecting the body. It had to be someone with credentials of some type. There wasn’t any reason for the British government to be involved over a body found in the bay. He wasn’t wearing any uniform, so maybe he was a local detective.
He’d instructed Quinn to see that none of his men carried any identification. He was positive Farrell didn’t have any. That should slow down the investigation.
The bigger question, and the most troubling, was why that man was chasing him? Why were two men chasing him? Surely, civilians and even local police wouldn’t know him. But he was definitely recognized by one of those men.
That left only one plausible explanation. It was the woman, even with a threat of death, that had given him up. That’s who it had to be. And those men at the harbor were possibly British or Americans and possibly from St. Mawgan. And if that were the case, he had to find out how much information she did give up, and to how many.
His fist came down hard on the dash, rattling the glove box… and Webb, who nearly drove the Rover into a hedgerow. “What the fuck?!”
It was unlike Labeaux to show any emotion, especially in front of someone, but this situation had rattled him to the core. He was always the man in charge, in control of every operation. Those who paid him to terrorize were usually the ones who feared him. The feeling coursing through his body left him with a strange sensation. Is this what fear felt like?
Things just weren’t going his way. And it started when he let the woman go. That was going to change.

Chapter 14

Sunday
Day Three
0045 Hours
All the kiosks along the breakwater were closed up tight. Inside the lifeboat building a single light illuminated the orange craft. A small light burned above the adjacent rowing club office door.
Grant and Adler stood at the top of the hill observing the area. Curious onlookers had long since departed. Barricades had been removed. Not a constable was in sight. All evidence of the previous evening’s event had disappeared.
Most of the boats were moored to the south breakwater. Small rowboats and sailboats had been pulled out of the water, and rested on sand closer to the road.
The two men started slowly walking toward the harbor, keeping close to the stone wall, trying to stay in the shadows. As they rounded the corner, they stopped, hearing a faint sound of laughter. A large motor boat, moored to the breakwater, had a dim light glowing inside the cabin. A man stood at midships, helping a woman to board. They disappeared inside the cabin. It became quiet again.
Continuing on, Grant and Adler ducked into a passageway next to the lifeboat building. Peering around the corner, Adler scanned the area, zeroing in on the opposite side and the kiosks. Street lamps lined both sides of the entire length of the breakwater casting shadows across concrete.
He motioned for Grant to wait, while he crept towards the glass door of the lifeboat building. Seeing no one, he signaled Grant. Keeping low, they ran to the first small kiosk, immediately rushing around to the back. Staying close to the kiosk, they hesitated briefly before running to the next building, positioning themselves, one on either side of the door.
Grant signaled with a thumb’s up. This was the kiosk. Adler nodded, then got down on one knee. He took out his penlight then inspected the lock. It was a simple single-dial padlock. All he had to do was pull on the shackle, turn the dial until it stopped, and repeat the process until the combination was revealed. He held the light between his teeth; his nimble fingers began their task.
Grant rounded the corner, side-stepping along the west side of the kiosk until he was near the front corner. Not hearing anything, he leaned slightly, just far enough until he was able to see. A movement caught his attention. He ducked back. Putting his hand on his .45, he leaned forward again. Someone was inside the lifeboat building. Whoever it was seemed to be making a slow inspection around the orange craft.
Grant slowly stood up, then eased his way behind the kiosk, walking around Adler, maneuvering to the opposite side. Staying close to the building, he edged his way closer to the front. Just moving that short distance gave him a clearer view inside the lifeboat building. He recognized the figure as Harbormaster Roberts. Pressing his back against the wall, he took a breath then continued to listen for anything out of the ordinary.
A soft sound of music emanating from inside the motor boat made him pause. While he and Adler were trying their damnedest to prevent a tragedy, people around them were still enjoying the simple things in life, totally unaware. But maybe that’s the way it was supposed to be. He refocused his attention on the harbor.
Adler kept his eyes on the lock, as his fingers deftly turned the dial, back and forth. One last turn and he was able to pull up the shackle. He removed the lock and put it in his pocket for safe keeping. Then he quietly went to the edge of the building. Aiming his penlight toward the wall of the kiosk next to them, he flashed it twice. Grant turned and saw him give a thumb’s up.
Adler eased the door open, then poked his head inside the darkened, compact space, barely eight by eight. He made a sweep with the penlight. The only window was at the front. A metal accordion-type shade was pulled down, secured at the bottom.
Grant came in behind him, took out his penlight, then quietly closed the door.
Adler whispered, “What are we looking for?”
Grant went near the window, shining the light along the countertop. “A log book or receipts. There’s gotta be records for the rentals.” Moving the light beam to the second shelf, he thumbed through colorful brochures and pamphlets advertising boat tours and fishing expeditions.
Adler opened a door to a small, dilapidated wooden cabinet. Three shelves were spaced evenly apart, with the top shelf set at eye level. “Might have something here,” he whispered as he lifted out a green, hardcover book with a black spine. Embossed on the front, in worn gold letters, was the word: “Record.” He handed it to Grant.
Laying it on the counter, Grant turned to the first page. There were five columns, each divided by thin red lines. He flipped through the pages, looking for the latest date.
“Anything?” Adler asked, looking over Grant’s shoulder.
“Not yet.” Grant ran his index finger down the first column, finally taping his finger on a date. “Here’s the day Gunny and I were here.”
“See anything with a number five and a J?”
“Bingo!” Grant whispered, as he tapped his finger on the page.
They both looked at a signature, trying to make out the scribble. “Think he used his real name?” Adler asked.
“He probably had to show an ID, but that could’ve been phony.” Grant leaned closer to the book. “Looks like the initial ‘V’ and then there’s….” He looked at Adler, then he closed the book.
“You know who the hell it is, don’t you?” Adler asked.
“Does the name Victor Labeaux ring any bells?”
“Are you shittin’ me?! Why the hell would he use his real name?” Adler reached for the book, and put it back on the shelf.
“Part ego, I’ll bet, but I don’t think he expected anybody to look in that book, let alone recognize his name. But then he let his curiosity get the best of him when he showed up here last night.”
Adler tried to keep his voice barely above a whisper. “Wait a minute! Are you saying that was him, the guy we were chasing?”
“Yeah. That’s what I’m saying. I’d only seen a picture of him one time at the Agency, but I’m positive it was the son of a bitch.”
Adler shined the light under his chin. “Well, skipper, it looks like you finally got the break you’ve been waiting for.”
“Hope so.” Grant shut off his penlight. “Lock up, then let’s haul.”
* * *
Driving up to the back gate, Grant turned off the headlights, leaving the parking lights on. He rolled down his window, handing the guard his and Adler’s IDs.
RAF Corporal Harris examined the IDs. “Where are you going at this hour, sir?”
“We’re headed to the EOD office, corporal,” Grant answered, noticing another guard stood inside the guard house with his weapon held across his body.
“Wait here, sir.” The corporal went inside the guard house, while the other guard stepped closer to the van.
Grant turned to Adler. “There’s usually only one guard posted. Gunny must’ve talked with Colonel Donaldson.”
“Here you are, sir,” the corporal said handing Grant both IDs. He saluted then waved them through.
They were only twenty yards past the gate, when one of the radios sounded. Adler reached behind the seat, then switched it on. “Adler.”
“Sir, Petty Officer Weaver at EOD. We got a call from the commander awhile ago. He said it’s urgent Captain Stevens contact him.”
“We’ll be there in five, Petty Officer. Out.” Adler tapped the radio against his palm. “The commander wants you to call him; said it’s urgent.”
“Oh, shit!” Grant stepped on the accelerator. “Hope he’s got some good news, Joe.”
* * *
As soon as they walked in, Weaver handed Grant a piece of paper with Henley’s home number.
Adler followed Grant into Henley’s office, then closed the door as Grant started dialing the number.
Henley answered, “Grant?”
“What’s happened, Jack?”
“Victoria… she’s home!”
“Is she all right?”
“Seems to be. She just had some bruises and needed a bath, but otherwise… Jesus, Grant.”
“I know. Just give me as many details as you can, Jack.”
“I couldn’t have been home more than ten minutes when Newquay cops brought her home.”
Henley slowed his breathing before he continued. “She’d gone out late-afternoon to get food for dinner. That’s her usual routine. It’s about all the exercise she gets, rain or shine. Anyway, she took a detour through the park. She says she still can’t remember what happened, but she must’ve slipped on wet grass. She took a tumble, landed between some brush, and was knocked out.”
Grant glanced at his watch. “And nobody found her during that whole time?”
Henley looked down the hallway. The bedroom door was closed, but he kept his voice low. “I questioned the cop who found her, and he said she was sitting on a bench, dazed. He wanted to take her to hospital, but she insisted on coming home.”
Grant remembered driving by a park on the way to Henley’s house. “Jack, is that the park we drove by, where you waited for us?”
“Yeah. Yeah it is.”
“Christ! We must’ve driven by that four times! How’d we not see her?!” Grant asked with surprise.
“Couldn’t have, Grant, not according to where she was found.”
“Do you…?
Henley interrupted. “Listen, Grant, I didn’t notify you sooner because I had to fill out a report. And… and we needed some quiet time. Do you understand?”
“I understand, Jack. Now, tell me if you need to stay home.”
“I think she’ll be fine. Besides, it won’t take me long to get back here if I have to. Can you have someone pick me up around 0700?”
“Sure. Sure I will. Look, Jack, we still need to think about getting her to Mildenhall.”
“There’s no way she’ll be able to travel right away, Grant. I’ll secure the house before I leave and ask our next door neighbor to check on her. If she feels better later in the day, maybe then we can think about Mildenhall.”
“It’s your call, Jack. Get some rest yourself. See you later.”
Henley put the receiver down. He looked into the mirror hanging above the table, and leaned closer. He ran a finger across pronounced dark circles under his bloodshot eyes. Even though his wife was home, he knew it still wasn’t over. He slapped at the light switch.
Continuing on into the dining room, he went to the liquor cabinet. He opened the glass door and reached for a bottle… any bottle, then he took out a glass. Managing to unscrew the bottle top with one hand, he poured till the glass was nearly full. Not even taking the time to replace the bottle top, he went to the living room and flopped down on the couch. He downed the gin in three long gulps.
Abruptly, he got up, went to the cabinet, poured another glass-full, then he walked to the window. He was blaming himself for the whole fucking mess. If he hadn’t gotten Colin Webb the job on base. If he hadn’t brought the folder home. If he’d only stopped her sooner. But she never told him who threatened her, or who threatened them. He realized now it had been someone much more important than Colin.
He gulped down the last mouthful of gin as he finally admitted he was wrong in not trusting Grant. Why the hell didn’t he tell him everything?
Backing up against the couch, he sat down heavily, trying to understand himself, his stupidity, his reason…
“Jack,” Victoria called quietly.
He sat up, seeing her standing in the bedroom doorway. She tucked her hair behind her ears, then tied the nightgown sash around her waist as she started walking toward him.
“Are you all right, Vicky? Do you need anything?”
“Can I sit with you?” she asked softly.
He patted the cushion. “Come on.”
She sat on the edge of the cushion, turning enough to look at him. Even with a limited amount of light coming through the window, he could see her eyes moist with tears.
He gently enfolded her in his arms, drawing her close. She burst into tears. “Oh, Jack! I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry! I don’t want anything to happen to you!”
There were no words for him to say. He let her cry until she finally fell asleep.
Holding her tightly, he stared blankly at the ceiling. There they’d stay until it was time to shower and dress, then wait for the ride to St. Mawgan. He’d already decided to take her with him, counting on Grant to get her safely to Mildenhall.
Then it would be time for him to spill his guts to Grant… and face the consequences.
* * *
Grant finished relaying Henley’s conversation to Adler, ending with, “Guess we can cross something off the list.”
“Yeah. One down and how the hell more to go?”
Grant pursed his lips and shook his head. Grasping the back of his neck, he squeezed and squeezed. “Something’s not right!”
“What’s wrong, skipper? That instinct trying to tell you something?”
Grant turned around. Resting his hands on the edge of the desk, he leaned back, as he looked down, shaking his head slowly. “Dammit.”
Adler raised an eyebrow. “What? She’s home, isn’t she?”
“I know. I know. But tell me, Joe. What do you think the odds would have been of her ‘disappearing’ during the same time we…?”
“While we were wondering where her brother was, and losing the ‘raincoat’ and, etcetera, etcetera,” Adler interrupted.
“Something like that.”
Adler went quiet, trying to wrap his brain around what Grant was intimating. “What are you gonna do?”
“Have to keep going and see where it leads.” He picked up the phone and dialed a number.
* * *
Torrinson pushed his chair back from the dining room table and went to the living room. As he wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin, he picked up the receiver. “Torrinson residence.”
“Sir, it’s Grant.” Before Torrinson could reply, Grant added, “I apologize for calling you at home, sir, but it’s important.”
“We’re just finishing a late dinner, Grant. What’s wrong?” Torrinson sat on the sofa.
“We’ve identified a major player, sir.”
Torrinson’s back straightened. “Where are you?”
“At EOD, sir. Do you want to call me back from a secure phone?”
“Yes. Yes. Give me five minutes to get to my office.”
“All right, sir.” Grant hung up.
Adler straddled one of the chairs with his arms folded across the top. “He calling back?”
Grant nodded, just as the phone rang. “Sir?”
“Tell me, Grant. Who and how’d you find this ‘player’?” Torrinson asked anxiously.
“Victor Labeaux, sir. We… ”
Torrinson was halfway into the chair when he stopped, almost not believing what he was hearing. “Labeaux?!”
“Yes, sir.” Grant proceeded to explain how he and Adler saw the name in the rental book, and then the run-in at the harbor. “We just couldn’t catch him, sir. And we don’t know where he’s hiding. There’s one possibility where he could be, but… ”
“And what about Mrs. Henley, Grant?” Torrinson finally sat down.
“She’s home, sir.”
Another shocker for Torrinson. His voice rose as he questioned, “What?! Where the hell was she?!”
“According to the commander, she’d fallen on her way home and was knocked unconscious. Police finally found her and brought her home.”
“Is she all right?” Torrinson asked.
“She refused to go to the hospital, sir.”
Torrinson had learned to read between the lines with Grant Stevens. He leaned his head against the swivel chair, then he asked, “You didn’t quite answer my question, Grant.”
Grant walked back and forth next to the desk. “Just can’t put my finger on it, sir. But something’s bothering me. It may just be because of the commander’s earlier reaction. And I haven’t had a chance to talk directly with Victoria, I mean Mrs. Henley.”
“You planning on doing that?”
“My list of things to do just keeps growing, sir. And after seeing Labeaux, I’d say whatever he’s got planned, well, the time might be getting closer. He’s gotta be my top priority right now, sir.”
“By the way, Grant, I got the intel back on Colin Webb.”
Grant wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the report. Was he about to have more shit thrown at him? “Yes, sir?”
“It seems Mr. Webb has been living under the pretense of being Mrs. Henley’s step-brother.”
“I’m listening, sir,” Grant said, really paying attention now, especially after catching the word ‘pretense.’
Torrinson had the report memorized and relayed the information to Grant.
Grant never expected any of it but he finally got his answer. “I guess the connection’s been made, sir.”
Torrinson swung his chair around, staring out the window toward the main street. “Do you think the commander knows about this, Grant?”
“Could be, sir, but can’t be sure until I confront him.”
“Well, I’ve got something else for you to chew on,” Torrinson said. “You and Joe are on your own.”
“I take it the recommendation to bring in SIS or Interpol was shot down, sir.”
“Let’s just say there’s been a breakdown in all communication. State felt it best not to pursue the matter, mainly because we didn’t have anything specific, that it’s all assumption.”
“Am I understanding correctly, sir, that the breakdown is within our own government?”
“Maybe we’d better just let it rest, Grant. You know I can get just as frustrated as you when it comes to these matters.”
“Yes, sir. I know.”
“Well, look on the bright side,” Torrinson continued, “maybe it’s better without outside interference anyway. That’ll leave the two of you to do what you usually do best.”
“You wouldn’t mean get into trouble, would you, sir?” Grant laughed.
“Not exactly what I had in mind, but that, too!” Torrinson stood and stretched his back, then checked the clock on the corner of his deck. “I’ll try to call SECDEF and SECNAV. It shouldn’t be too late. They need to know about Labeaux. Maybe that’ll help change everyone’s attitude. By the way, do you still have that letter?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Have you talked with the local police?”
“No, sir. I haven’t.”
Torrinson could only shake his head and smile at the answer he’d expected. “Very well, Captain. Good luck.”
“So,” Adler said, as Grant dropped the receiver in its cradle, “I take it SIS is out of the picture.”
Grant nodded. “And Interpol. Freakin’ politics even with what’s at stake.”
“You gonna explain about a ‘connection being made’?”
Grant relayed everything Torrinson told him about Colin Webb.
Adler finally asked, “You think Mrs. Henley mentioned any of this to the commander?”
“Who the hell knows? But it could be the answer to why Jack’s being so uncooperative.”
“So you’re thinking he knows more than he’s saying?”
Before Grant could respond, Petty Officer Weaver knocked at the door. “Captain?”
“Come,” Grant answered.
Weaver opened the door then stood in the doorway. “Sir, Gunny Baranski’s out here; said he’d like to have a word with you.”
Grant waved the marine in. “Come on in, Gunny. Good to see you again.”
“Sorry to come here so late, sir.”
“Not a problem. Oh, Gunnery Sergeant Phil Baranski, this is Lieutenant Joe Adler.”
“Gunny,” Adler said, shaking Baranski’s hand.
Grant backed up against the edge of the desk. “Coming through the gate tonight, we noticed two guards.”
“Yes, sir. Colonel Donaldson spoke with the base C.O. He didn’t give him any info about your op, sir, just told him we had more weapons being delivered over the next couple of days and thought there should be more security.”
“Good. Now, have you got something for us?”
“I was putting the duty roster together and thought you and I hadn’t discussed anything about flight schedules, sir.”
Grant nodded. “Go on.”
Baranski handed a paper to Grant. Adler stepped closer, trying to see the information.
“Well, sir, we’ve got flights coming in twice a week delivering weapons. Thought you might have some questions.”
“Are they set schedules?” Grant asked.
“Since I’ve been here, they have been, sir.”
Adler asked, “Gunny, are the planes offloaded at the same location no matter what weapons are being delivered?”
“Yes, sir.”
Baranski explained the same procedures are followed with every weapon being delivered: Before the plane even lands, security force vehicles wait by the runway, then follow it to a cordoned off area, getting as close to the main storage bunker as possible. Then the weapon or weapons are offloaded. A security team follows the weapon until it’s secure inside the bunker.
Baranski added, “Even then, a guard is always posted within the bunker itself, sir.”
“So there’s a door beyond the entry door?”
“Yes, sir, there is. Can I take you on a tour, sir?”
“Wish we had the time, Gunny.”
Adler took the paper from Grant, scanning the type of aircraft and the weapons being delivered.
“Got ‘heavies’ coming in, Joe?” Grant asked, while he gave his back a stretch.
“Afraid so, skipper,” Adler answered, sliding his finger along the paper.
The schedule showed Monday afternoon and Thursday morning. Each aircraft was bringing in one B57 from the States. Adler pointed out that according to the markings on the paper, each weapon was five kilo.
“Excuse me, sir,” Baranski said, “but how well do you know the 57s?”
Adler looked at the marine, and in all seriousness he answered, “Let’s just say I’ve seen them up close and personal, Gunny.”
“Joe’s EOD, Gunny,” Grant explained.
“Oh, I see, sir.”
Grant jammed his hands into his back pockets and walked to the other side of the room. It was Sunday morning. There wasn’t much time left. He was sure Monday would be the day the shit would go down.
He massaged his shoulder, as he rotated his arm. He walked toward Baranski. “Gunny, are there patrols throughout the day, I mean, especially patrols around the perimeter of the base?”
“Yes, sir. I don’t know what kind of schedule there is, though. Just like us, the Brits keep that stuff close to the vest.”
“Understand, but what’s the possibility your C.O. could ask them to step up patrols, day and night?”
“Well, Colonel Donaldson got them to add extra guards. Can’t see why he won’t want to do this.”
“Appreciate it, Gunny. Listen, did you have anything else for us tonight?”
“Uh, no, sir. Just let me know if you need any help, sir. I mean… ”
Grant walked Baranski to the outer office. “You’re first on my list, Gunny.”
Once Baranski left, Adler yawned and rubbed his eyes. “What say, skipper, think we can catch some Zs? Expect we won’t get much the next couple of days.”
As the two walked to the barracks, they remained quiet. This op was similar to the mission in Russia. They were tasked with stopping an East German fanatic from poisoning Politburo members. Except this time, the effects were far more reaching — they had no idea what Labeaux intended. They only knew he had to be stopped.
Adler started to open the door to the barracks, when Grant said softly, “Hold up, Joe. Let me run something by you.”
“Sure.” Adler closed the door. They walked farther away from the building. “Speak to me.”
“Okay, the majority of nukes at St. Mawgan are meant to be delivered by aircraft,” Grant began.
“Affirmative.”
“Now, I’d say the odds of Labeaux’s co-conspirators having the knowledge and ability to fly any jet is remote.”
“Agreed.”
Grant shook his index finger at Adler. “But what if he wasn’t planning on flying anything outta here?”
“Wait! You know there’s a shitload of procedures to go through to arm one of those ‘babies’ and that’s not done till the aircraft’s airborne. Why and how do you think he’d try to explode something from the ground?” Adler asked, surprised and worried at the thought.
“Didn’t say that. What if he just intends to hold the base captive for some reason, threatening?”
“C’mon, skipper. Do you really think Labeaux would do that? I mean, do you think he’s doing this solely for money?”
Grant paced back and forth. “Oh, I’m sure he’s being paid handsomely. But, you’re right. It’s not his style to extort. And it’s probably too goddamn late to find out anything about his past.”
“You think he’s got some deep emotional issues pent up inside from his childhood?” Adler asked facetiously.
“We can check with Dr. Freud later. For now, let’s rethink aircraft.” He started walking away when he stopped short. “Shit!”
“What?!”
“We’ve gotta get the choppers outta here.” He took off toward EOD.
Adler yelled, “What the hell…!” He caught up to Grant. “And your reason?”
“It’s a helluva lot more likely Labeaux would attempt to get his hands on a chopper than a jet.”
“Wait a minute! Wait a minute! A chopper? Don’t you think that’s just a little slow to fly something outta here? Shit! A jet and its weaponry could blow it to smithereens within the blink of an eye.”
“We can’t take the chance, Joe. We’ve gotta remove anything the son of a bitch could possibly get his hands on. Christ! I’d ship all the ordnance outta here under cover of darkness, if we had the time.”
“Okay, but where the hell could you send the choppers? What if we need one?”
Grant decided St. Eval was the perfect location. The distance was less than two miles and the choppers could be recalled in a heartbeat. They couldn’t give Labeaux a heads-up by moving them out too early. Late this afternoon or early evening he’d make it happen.
As they approached the EOD office, Grant thought out loud, “It’s time to have the base C.O. invited to this party.”
“You’re planning on calling Torrinson again, aren’t you?”
“Why not? We shouldn’t have all the fun.” Grant’s smile slowly disappeared. He went silent, backing away from the door and looking straight ahead toward the airfield.
Adler had seen the look many times before. The clenching of the jaw, the grinding of teeth, meant the “wheels” were definitely spinning. He’d usually let it play out, staying quietly to himself, never knowing what to expect, or where the thought process would lead them.
The waiting was killing him this time. Putting his hands on his hips, he stepped in front of Grant. “Well, you gonna fill me in?”
Grant tugged on the brim of his cap. “The way Gunny described the bunker and its security, I can’t imagine Labeaux attempting an attack directly on it. I’m thinking Labeaux will go after the plane making the delivery. Think I’ll see if we can get that flight delayed or stopped altogether. Let’s see how much pull Torrinson’s got.”
“Maybe that’ll give us the extra time we need to catch the bastard!” Adler said, nodding his head.
Grant had his hand on the doorknob. “And about those Zs — consider them taken. After we make the call, we’re heading to CID. Maybe they can help find where Labeaux’s hiding.”

Chapter 15

Newquay Police Station
Sunday
0700 Hours
“You got the radio?” Grant asked as they got out of the MG.
“Got it handy.”
As they headed for the entrance to the station, Adler ran a hand back and forth across his chin. “Don’t think either one of us is looking too presentable this morning, skipper.”
“Not a priority. Come on.” Grant took off his cap and smoothed his hair back. He opened the door.
The two of them approached the desk. “Excuse me,” Grant said.
The uniformed officer turned around. Grant immediately recognized the constable. “Sergeant Fowley, right?”
Fowley looked at Grant for a moment. “Oh, you’re the American I spoke with the other night.”
“Yes, sir. Grant Stevens. This is Joe Adler.”
Both Adler and Fowley acknowledged each other with a nod, then Fowley looked again at Grant. “What brings you here this lovely morning? Could it be you’re wanting to speak with Chief Inspector Townsend?”
“Yes, sir. I realize we’re a little late in… ”
“Wait here,” Fowley ordered. He walked from behind the desk, then turned down a hallway.
Adler leaned sideways against the desk and propped an elbow on top. “See you’ve made another friend.”
“Yeah. We’re good buds.” Grant went near the end of the desk, looking down the hallway, finally seeing Fowley motioning for him. “Let’s go. We’re being summoned.”
Fowley stood in the middle of the hall, waiting. As Grant and Adler approached him, he held an arm out to the side. “Right in there, gentlemen.”
“Thanks, sergeant,” Grant said with a sideways glance.
He and Adler walked into a large open room with several desks, separated by low dividers, and lit by bright florescent lights.
They stood by the door, finally seeing a tall man walking towards them. He was about 6’4”, with short, light brown hair, thin features and a ruddy complexion.
Grant extended a hand. “Chief Inspector Townsend?”
Royce Townsend shook Grant’s hand, holding it with a firm grip. “That’s correct. I believe Sergeant Fowley said you are Grant Stevens?”
“Yes, sir, and this is Joe Adler.”
Townsend and Adler shook hands, then Townsend directed them into the conference room.
Grant pulled a chair out and sat down, keeping his windbreaker zipped up, covering his .45. He started to reach for the letter in his pocket, then decided to hold off.
Townsend dropped a notepad on the table then took a seat. After taking out a ballpoint pen from his tweed sports coat, he slid the pad toward himself.
Grant and Adler waited, and finally, Townsend looked at Grant. “I assumed Mr. Henley would have been here.”
Grant replied, “That’s ‘Commander’ Henley, sir, and he had a prior commitment.”
“According to Sergeant Fowley you work in Washington, D.C. for the Naval Investigative Service.”
“Yes, sir. We do.”
“Civilians?”
“No, sir. We’re Navy.” Grant rested his arms on the table and asked, “Didn’t Sergeant Fowley give you this information, sir?”
“He did. Now, would you please give me your ranks?”
Grant complied, and as Townsend was writing, Grant looked across the table at Adler, giving him an almost imperceptible shake of his head. He wanted to move things along faster. “Have you found out any more about Mr. Carter’s death, sir?”
Townsend dropped his pen on the notepad then leaned back. “According to the M.E.’s report, Mr. Carter drowned.”
“So, he was alive when he and his car went under that sludge?”
“That’s what was indicated, with the, uh, fluid the M.E. found in his lungs.”
“Was anything else found in the car that would give us — you any leads, sir?”
“Two suitcases were in the backseat and a box with other personal items. It looked like he may have been moving. But why he was at the clay pits is a bit of a mystery.” Townsend’s eyebrow went up and he asked, “You wouldn’t know why now, would you?”
Grant decided enough was enough. He needed information. He had to find Labeaux. “Sir, are you aware that Derek Carter worked at St. Mawgan?”
“That was in Sergeant Fowley’s notes.”
Grant continued, “We have reason to believe that Mr. Carter was involved in a security breach. And before you ask, our boss is aware that we’d be having this discussion with you.”
“Can I ask what that security breach might be?”
“You can, sir, but I’m afraid there are some things I can’t discuss. If you or a higher up needs clarification, Admiral Torrinson at NIS can be contacted. Hope you understand.”
Townsend again thumbed through his notes. “What’s this admiral’s full name and title?”
“He’s Rear Admiral John Torrinson, Chief of Naval Investigative Ser… ”
“Oh, never mind. I see it,” Townsend interrupted, putting a circle around the written information.
While Townsend made more notes, Grant sat back, clasping his hands behind his head, seeing Adler patting his stomach. Grant just smiled before saying, “I can tell you this, sir, we’re positive Victor Labeaux’s involved.”
Townsend was completely caught off guard. “Bloody hell! Labeaux? You’re sure?”
Adler responded, “Positive, sir. We saw him at the harbor.”
“Joe’s correct, sir. Both times were at the harbor, and both pure coincidence.”
Townsend again sat back. “Twice. You went to the harbor twice. For any particular reason?”
Grant explained the circumstances that brought him to the harbor.
Townsend was ready to write. “Did you happen to get a license plate number?”
Adler responded, “Afraid not, sir. The Rover didn’t have any.”
“Maybe it was a rental. I’ll check the local companies.” Townsend made a notation and underlined it twice.
“I don’t think we’ve got much time, sir,” Grant said. “If I’m right, we’ve only got until early Monday to stop this… incident.”
Townsend stopped writing, then tapped the pen against his mouth. “It’s too bad you didn’t talk with me sooner. Maybe… ”
Grant interrupted. “Didn’t have anything to go on, sir, until Labeaux came into the picture.” Grant pushed his chair back, stood, then started thinking out loud. “I doubt he’s hiding anywhere in town. It’s gotta be someplace with easy access to the base or maybe the harbor. How much time would it take to locate any houses rented over the past, oh, let’s say, over the past couple of months?”
Townsend propped his elbows on the table, resting his chin on his fists. “Why don’t you think he’d rent a flat? Most visitors want to stay in town.”
Grant shook his head. “Don’t think we can consider him a typical visitor, sir. He wouldn’t want neighbors. The less eyes, the better.”
“I’ll see what I can find out,” Townsend answered. “The number of house rentals should be lower than vehicle rentals.”
“What about another boat, skipper?” Adler asked. “Do you think the harbor needs watching?”
“Might be a good idea, Joe.” Grant looked toward Townsend. “Guess it might be a long-shot, sir. Think you could have the harbor staked out?”
“For what purpose and for how long?”
Grant pulled his sleeve back, and checked his watch. “Through Monday morning, unless we luck out sooner.”
“What would we be looking for?”
“That’s a tough one, sir, but I doubt he’d rent any other craft. I suspect there’s another vessel involved, anchored offshore, and something bigger that’s probably got a life raft of some type. He’s gonna want to haul ass, so more than likely it’ll be a rubber boat with an engine. That’s what you’d have to watch for.”
Townsend kept his eyes on Grant as Adler spoke. “He doesn’t have a crystal ball, sir. But his instincts can be pretty damn scary at times.”
Grant turned away for a moment, then he looked again at Townsend. “Sir, do you have a large map of the coast we could look at?”
Townsend pushed his chair back as he stood. “Wait here.”
Once he left, Adler got up, and adjusted his holster under his jacket. “You’re planning on inspecting the coastline, aren’t you?”
“Gotta bring the chopper back to St. Mawgan, Joe. That goddamn boat’s gotta be within striking distance if I’m right.”
Townsend came back with a large map draped over his arm. Laying it on the conference table, he smoothed it out. “Now what?” he asked staring down at the color map.
Grant and Adler both leaned over the table. Grant traced the coastline with his index finger. “Lot of coves,” he commented. Without looking up, he asked Townsend, “Are most of these beaches used by tourists?”
“They are. Even with the cliffs, most have paths for easy access.”
Grant continued searching, finally pointing to a place off the coast. “This is Lundy, right?”
“It is.”
Grant calculated the distance. “Looks to be about sixty miles from here.” He leaned closer to the map, looking at dotted lines. “Is this ferry service?”
“Yes. Sailings go from Bideford and Ilfracombe to the southeast coast of Lundy.”
“Guess we can eliminate that area,” Grant said, drawing a circle on the map with a finger. “Is there a large population on the island, sir?”
“The only year-round residents are mostly volunteers, and I’d say no more than thirty.”
“Thirty? Three zero?” Adler questioned, with a raised eyebrow.
“Correct.”
“And I assume there’s a lighthouse somewhere near here.” This time Grant tapped the northwest tip of the island.”
Townsend looked closer. “That’s one. There’s another at the southeastern tip, right here.”
“What do you think, skipper? Did you find a spot where you think they’d be hiding?”
“I’d say right in here, Joe. What’s this area like, sir? Cliffs?”
“There are, but there are also steeper, grass-covered slopes. The area you’re pointing to is Gannets’ Rock. When the weather’s good there are usually guided boat tours for viewing the seals and seabird colonies. But what…?” Townsend didn’t get a chance to finish
Adler’s radio sounded. “Uh, excuse me, sir.” He got up and gave an ‘uh-oh’ kind of look to Grant. He started reaching into his jacket, as he was heading for the door. Grant’s eyes stayed with Adler until he was out of the room.
“Captain?”
Grant snapped his head around. “Yes, sir?”
“Care to tell me what you have in mind?”
“Gonna do a recon of that area, sir. Shouldn’t take long.”
“I can contact the RAF at St. Mawgan. Maybe they can fly… ”
“Not necessary, sir. We have a chopper standing by. Unless you have anything else, sir, I guess we can end this meeting. Oh, one more thing. Joe and I are staying at the EOD barracks.”
Townsend thumbed through his notes. “So you’re not at the Atlantic anymore?”
Grant shook his head, still watching the door, when it opened and Adler motioned for him. He extended his hand to Townsend. “Good to meet you, sir. Will be in touch.” Just as he got to the door he turned around. “Did you ever get a report from the M.E. on that body brought to the harbor, sir?”
“Nothing yet.”
Grant nodded, then left, chasing down Adler in the corridor. “What the hell happened, Joe?” he asked just above a whisper.
Adler pushed the door open. “Tell you outside.”
Walking away from the building, Grant put on his cap then grabbed Adler’s arm. “Tell me.”
“That was Chief Becker. Petty Officer Weaver went to pick up the commander at 0700 but… ”
Grant slammed his fist into his palm. “Goddammit!”

Chapter 16

With tires squealing, and a plume of smoke spewing from the tailpipe, the MG sped out of the parking lot. The sports car fishtailed when it hit the street.
“Call Becker!” Grant said angrily. “See if they tried phoning the house.”
“Where’re we going?” Adler asked getting ready to make the call.
“Henley’s. We’re gonna take a look ourselves.”
Adler was on the radio. “Chief, Lieutenant Adler here. How long did Weaver wait at the house?”
“Twenty minutes, sir. Then he radioed me. I had him wait another twenty minutes just in case, sir.”
“Have you made any more phone calls to the house?”
“Yes, sir. Every ten minutes but still no answer. What do you want me to do, sir?”
“Stay close, Chief. Call us if you make contact with the commander. We’re on our way over there. Out.” Adler switched off the radio. He looked across at Grant, already anticipating a reaction. “Becker said they’ve been calling every ten minutes.”
“Fuck!” Grant shouted, smacking his fist against the steering wheel.
“Looks like the commander may have done your job for you, skipper.”
Grant snapped his head left, giving him a quick glance. “What?! What are you talking about?!”
“Looks as if he may have relieved himself of command.”
As pissed as he was, and the longer he drove, the more Grant questioned. Had he put too much pressure on Henley? Had he fucked up the situation from day one? Or did Henley fuck up himself? He’d never been honest with Grant. And as much as he seemed to want to protect his wife, he went about it absolutely the wrong way, probably putting her, and himself in more danger.
Grant shook his head, trying to clear the jumble of questions. He had to refocus. That was becoming a problem.
“Here’s the park, skipper,” Adler said, breaking into Grant’s thoughts.
Grant turned onto the road leading to Henley’s street and started slowing down. “We’ll park here and ‘hoof’ it to the house.”
He got out of the car and looked overhead, feeling raindrops on his face. Weather wasn’t going to interfere with whatever they had to do.
Adler came around the front of the car. “You want me to scope out the neighborhood?”
Grant nodded. “Hate to risk it, but if you see any neighbors, ask some questions. I’ll start checking around the house.”
“Here,” Adler said, reaching into his pocket. “Don’t know if these’ll work on those locks, but no harm trying.”
Grant took the small leather case and slipped it in his jacket. “Okay. Let’s go.”
Adler started walking down the street, looking for anyone to talk to. No one was outside, but he noticed an older woman standing in front of a large plate glass window. She backed up seeing him look her way.
Going to the front door, he knocked on the glass. The woman came to the door but didn’t open it. He gave the best smile he could muster, as he tipped his cap. “Morning, ma’am. How are you today?” She just looked at him, without responding.
“My friend and I are visiting Newquay for a couple of days, ma’am. The Henleys are friends of ours,” he said as he pointed down the street. “It was going to be a surprise visit.”
She unlocked the door. Opening it part way, she held onto it with a frail, wrinkled hand. “How lovely. Are you American?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And you came all the way from America?”
“Yes, ma’am. We did. Would you happen to know where they are?”
“Oh, no. I’m afraid not,” she answered, brushing a strand of gray hair from her forehead. “I don’t know where they went in that vehicle. It was so early this morning when they left.”
“You saw them leave?”
“Well, I don’t sleep very well, and I just happened to be in the living room. It was still quite dark. There weren’t any lights on in their house or the vehicle so I couldn’t entirely see… ”
“Was it their car, ma’am? Did they leave in their car?”
“Oh, no, no. It was something bigger.”
Adler’s heart thumped. “Did you see if there was anyone with them?”
“There may have been, but I’m not sure.” She drew a knitted white shawl around her shoulders. “Would you like to come in and have a cup of tea?”
Adler smiled. “I’m afraid we don’t have time, but we’ll try to come back later. I appreciate you taking the time to talk with me, ma’am.”
As he turned to leave, she gave a small wave. “It was lovely chatting with you, dear. Cheerio!”
He ran across the street, but not seeing Grant, he called, “Skipper?” Grant poked his head around the side. Adler waved him toward him. “It’s okay, boss. I told the neighbor we were paying a surprise visit on the Henleys.”
As Grant started toward Adler, he pulled his jacket down over his holster. “Find out anything that’ll help us?”
“Yes and no, but think we’d better move out.”
They started walking toward the MG as Adler relayed his conversation with the neighbor. Not wanting to attract any additional attention, they immediately got in the car. Grant started the engine, turned on the wipers, then swung a U-turn.
Not finding the Henleys left them with two questions: Were they forced into the vehicle, or did they go willingly? In either case, they had to track them down. But with so much ground to cover, Grant and Adler couldn’t do it alone. Grant headed back to Newquay, and Chief Inspector Townsend.
Adler finally asked, “When you gonna let the admiral know?”
“He’s next.”
“The two of you sure have been chatty this op.”
Grant gave a slight nod before saying, “Christ! Just think of the shit Jack’s got in that brain of his.”
“Yeah. The knowledge to disarm every known weapon on earth.”
Both of them went dead quiet, until Grant finally said, “It’s making me sick, Joe. I wanna believe he’s innocent, but… ”
“But he hasn’t given us anything to prove it.”
The implications were overwhelming. A U.S. Navy officer. Traitor? Innocent victim? Dead? Alive?
Grant pulled into the police parking lot, shut off the engine, then sat quietly for a moment before turning to Adler. “I’ve gotta give him a chance, Joe.”
“So, you’re waiting to tell Torrinson, right?” Grant nodded, and Adler said, “I knew you would. Hell! We’ve got the rest of the day to find him.”
Grant could barely manage a half smile before getting out of the car.
* * *
“Captain Stevens!” Townsend called from the passageway, seeing the two men coming into the lobby.
“Do you have a minute, sir?” Grant asked.
“I didn’t expect to see you so soon. Come to the conference room,” he said with a wave.
By the time Grant and Adler got there, Townsend was already sitting at the head of the table.
Adler closed the door, as Grant stood opposite Townsend. “Sir, we’ve got a problem.”
“Tell me,” Townsend said, sliding a notebook closer.
“Commander Henley and his wife are nowhere to be found, sir. We don’t know if they’ve gone into hiding or if they’ve been kidnapped.”
Townsend sat up straighter. “Kidnapped?! Why would they be kidnapped?”
“Sir, I wish I could fill you in completely, but as of now, I don’t have authorization.” Adler’s eyebrows shot up hearing the statement.
Townsend didn’t like that response, but just proceeded with the question, “When and what proof do you have?”
Grant pulled a chair out and sat down. Townsend sat quietly listening to the report on the two men’s visit to Henley’s neighborhood.
When Grant finished, Townsend shook his head and finally commented, “Not much to go on.”
“I know, sir,” Grant answered, “but EOD personnel were to pick up the commander at 0700. He never answered the door, and hasn’t responded to repeated phone calls. That’s why Joe and I went to the house.” Grant shook his head, worried. “I don’t know why he hasn’t contacted anyone, sir, unless he’s unable to.” Before Townsend could comment, Grant asked, “Sir, have your men gone to the harbor to stake it out?”
“They have.”
Grant shoved his chair back then got up. “We’re running out of time to find Labeaux, and now maybe the Henleys, sir. Have you had any luck with the rental houses?”
Townsend flipped over two pages of the notebook. “There were three rented within the past two months, but I don’t have renter names yet.”
“Any possibility you could have someone check those three?”
“I’ll get right on it. Where will you be?”
Grant extended a hand to Townsend. “Flyin’!”
As Grant drove out of the parking lot, Adler called Chief Becker directing him to have the chopper brought back to St. Mawgan. What they’d do if they found the boat was a whole different ballgame, aside from the fact they didn’t have a clue on what they were looking for… except it could float.
* * *
Flying just under four hundred feet and three miles off the Cornish coast, the Sea King headed north to the Isle of Lundy.
Grant and Adler sat near the cargo bay door. Headsets were already in place. Grant rested his back against the bulkhead, while Adler dangled his legs over the side.
Grant heard Taylor’s voice in the headset: “Sirs, we’re approaching the southern part of the island.”
Grant scooted to the open doorway, holding onto his binoculars. “Copy that, Lieutenant. Stay at this altitude and distance from the beach till you’re past the island. We want to start our search at the very north end. Then circle back around and head south. Keep a mile off the coast.”
“What are you looking for, sir?”
“A boat, Lieutenant.”
Taylor’s eyebrows shot up. “A boat, sir?”
“Yeah. A boat, and probably bigger than a rowboat,” Grant smirked. “And they can’t see us lookin’ at them, Lieutenant.”
“Yes, sir. Understand.”
As the chopper came around, Adler pointed. “Looks like there’s more rain comin’ in.”
“No surprise there,” Grant said disgustedly. The chopper vibrated as it started decelerating. “Okay. Let’s see what we can find.” They were ready to give orders to the cockpit. They raised the binoculars.
Inspector Townsend was correct about the island. This end had little activity, especially with a prospect of bad weather.
Within two minutes, Adler spotted something. “Hold your position,” he said into the mouthpiece to Lieutenant Norris. He readjusted the binoculars. “Skipper, is that a catamaran? Twelve o’clock.”
“Sure as hell looks like it.” Grant moved the glasses, looking for any other crafts nearby. “And it looks like it’s all by itself.” He lowered the glasses, looking at a darkening sky. “Think we’ve got time?” he asked with a wink.
“Let’s do it!”
“Lieutenant!” Grant called into the mouthpiece.
“Yes, sir?”
“Circle back around to the western side and take us inland. Put us down about two hundred yards south of our current position. We’re gonna exit and take a look.”
“Aye, aye, sir!”
Coming in from the west at a low altitude, the chopper touched down in a field. The short, green grass whipped around in a rotating pattern caused by the chopper blades’ downdraft.
Grant and Adler jumped out. Running two hundred yards across an open field, they finally had some cover by ducking behind mounds of rocks near the crest of a hill. Dropping to the ground, they crabbed their way toward the summit. The ground beyond fell away at a forty-five degree angle. Green grass covered the two hundred foot slope until it converged with sandy beach and rocks.
Focusing their binoculars, they immediately spotted the catamaran. It was anchored no more than fifty to seventy-five yards off the beach. Three men were on deck. A light was on inside the cabin but curtains were drawn. All they could see were shadows. It was nearly impossible to tell how many more were inside. Even though Grant and Adler were looking through binoculars, none of the men they did see looked familiar.
“There’s a Zodiac hanging off the ass end,” Grant said.
“Yeah, I saw it. Look what else there is. Port side, midships,” Adler said in a loud whisper.
Grant moved the glasses. “Shit!” Coils of det cord were set on top of a box of C4, partially covered with a tarp. Grant tugged on Adler’s arm. They scooted backwards till they were clear of the summit, then they hauled ass, running back to the chopper.
Lieutenant Taylor stood by the open door. Grant shouted, “Take us home, Lieutenant!” He and Adler climbed in as the rotors wound up.
On the flight back to St. Mawgan, they had to make a decision about the Cat. With the bad weather coming in, it could prevent the boat from leaving the island. But they couldn’t take the chance. Explosives meant not only lives at the base were at risk, but possibly the town.
Should they contact CID? Brit Coast Guard or Navy? Involve the local police? Or maybe they should just handle it themselves, giving them the possibility of a G2. They needed information, like where the hell was Labeaux? And where the hell were the Henleys?
Tafton Manor
St. Newlyn East
The basement of Tafton Manor was the same as it had been for nearly three hundred years: dark and clammy, with a hard-packed dirt floor and stone walls covered with dust. Cobwebs hung from original, rough hewn beams. Against the south wall, narrow, steep wooden stairs led to the kitchen, which was closed off by a heavy wooden door.
Rusted hinges squeaked as Labeaux pulled the door open. Light from the kitchen barely illuminated the first few steps. He stood briefly in the doorway. Feeling along the wall in the dark, he found a kerosene lamp. Lifting it from a hook, he scraped a match against a stone, lit the lantern, then blew out the match.
Holding the lantern in front of him, he adjusted the flame until it glowed brighter. He started cautiously down the creaking stairs. Without a handrail, a misstep could prove disastrous.
Stepping onto the dirt floor, he held the lantern higher, then proceeded to walk toward the back wall. The light finally cast its eerie glow on Jack Henley.
His clothes were soiled and rumpled, a far cry from his usually spotless appearance. There was dried blood below his nose and mouth. A rope around his waist had him lashed securely to a wooden chair. His arms were tied behind his back.
He looked up at Labeaux, squinting from the light, trying to see a face. “Where’s my wife?”
Labeaux ignored the question as he walked behind the chair. Henley tried to turn but Labeaux slapped the side of his head. “Do you know why you’re here, Commander Henley?”
“Here?!” Henley shouted. “Where the hell is here?!” Another slap to his head, only this time with more force.
He had to be sure Victoria was okay. She had to be somewhere in this place. When they were taken by force during the night, with hoods pulled over their heads, she was with him in the backseat. Although she didn’t make a sound, he knew she was there.
When he joined the Navy, Henley memorized the Code of Conduct. He still knew it, backwards and forwards. He’d been to SERE training (Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape). His panic made him look like a fool in front of Grant. But now, after all his years of service, he realized this would be his true test of all that training.
“Look,” he said, “just tell me if she’s okay.”
“For now… she is,” Labeaux replied.
Henley breathed an inward sigh, while hoping he wasn’t being lied to. “What the hell do you want?”
Labeaux walked in front of him, putting the lantern by his feet. “I want you to tell me who knows about the documents I have. Do they know how I obtained them?”
Henley stayed expressionless and quiet, silently repeating, over and over, to keep his fuckin’ mouth shut.
Labeaux grabbed a handful of Henley’s hair, jerking his head back. “I’m very experienced at this kind of interrogation, Commander. I usually get the answers I’m looking for.”
“I want to see my wife!” Henley demanded, trying to shake loose of Labeaux’s grasp.
He barely got the words out when a hard punch just below his sternum rocked him in the chair, taking his breath away. Hunched over, he gasped for air, coughing. Keeping his head down, he eyed Labeaux’s shiny shoes, and intentionally spit on them.
The next punch to his jaw sent him ass over end. His head hit hard on the dirt floor, knocking him unconscious.
Labeaux rubbed his knuckles, then picked up the lantern. Stopping at the bottom of the stairs, he held the lantern high overhead, pausing to look back at an unconscious Henley. He turned and went up the steps to the kitchen.
Webb was sitting on the counter, but the moment he saw Labeaux, he slid off and went to the other side of the kitchen. Labeaux’s expression was enough warning.
Labeaux angrily pulled a handkerchief from his pocket. Putting his foot on a chair, he swiped the cloth across his black shoe until the shine returned. Throwing the handkerchief into the sink, he washed his hands, then dried off with a towel, tossing it on the counter. Ignoring Webb, he went into the dining room.
Abu Massi stood by the window looking across the front of the property, when he heard footsteps. Turning, he saw Labeaux walking to the table. He waited until Labeaux was seated, before going to his own chair. With his hands resting on top of the backrest, his dark eyes studied Labeaux. “Who is the person you’re holding in the basement?”
Labeaux leaned back. Returning the Libyan’s stare, he answered, “He’s an American stationed at St. Mawgan, the husband of the woman who obtained the information.”
Surprise and concern suddenly appeared on Massi’s face. “Was it wise to bring him here? I seem to remember you were going to dispose of those who… ”
“That’s true, I was. But he’s the best means I have to verify final security information. He’s in charge of the American Explosive Ordnance Disposal team. He has knowledge of flights and weapons.”
Massi finally sat down. “And have you obtained the information?”
Labeaux shook his head. “Not yet. There’s still time.”
“With what’s at stake?! How can you say there’s still time? I would have thought all the information was verified before this!” Massi reacted with agitation.
Labeaux remained calm. “We can’t take any chances.”
“And where’s the woman?”
“I’ve kept the two separated. She’s locked in one of the bedrooms.”
The Libyan rocked his chair back and forth, trying to decide whether he should question further. For the moment, the prisoners weren’t his concern. The weapon was. “Tell me about Monday, Labeaux.”
Labeaux breathed an inward sigh, relieved Massi didn’t press further. “Do you know anything about the B57?” Massi shook his head. “The bomb is due to arrive tomorrow from the United States. It’s a five hundred pound, five kiloton depth bomb. The weapon can be delivered by jet aircraft or helicopter.”
“Helicopter?” Massi asked with some surprise.
“Yes. Helicopter.” Labeaux shifted his eyes to Aknin. “If my research is correct, you are an experienced pilot, and you have been trained to fly helicopters.”
Aknin glanced at Massi, leaving it up to him to respond. “Razzag does have the ability to fly helicopters.” Massi’s worried expression was more than obvious. “I do not understand how you intend to make this happen. There are only three of us, four counting your man out there,” he said, pointing toward the kitchen. “We do not have a helicopter, and that base must be heavily guarded. Please! Explain to me, Labeaux. How can this plan of yours possibly work?”
Labeaux pushed his chair back, having known these questions would eventually arise. Could he get away with his deception? “I’ve hired extra men, using part of the money you’ve paid me. They are very experienced in using diversionary tactics, and very experienced with explosives. I assume the aircraft you flew here has enough fuel to get us to St. Mawgan.”
Massi looked at Aknin, who simply nodded. Then Massi continued questioning. “You said the weapon weighs five hundred pounds. How can…?”
“That’s been arranged.” Labeaux lied again.
Massi pushed his chair away from the table. Aknin stood abruptly. “All right, Labeaux. I have trusted you in our other ventures. Now, I want you to give me any diagrams you have of the base. Razzag and I wish to examine them.”
Labeaux opened a folder and removed one page, sliding it across the table. Then he stood. “While you study that, I have something to attend to.” Without waiting for any response, he turned and went to the kitchen, closing the door.
Backing up against the counter, he took several deep breaths. He never thought Massi would question him as intensely as he had. The other times the Libyans had hired him, he was allowed to plan the attacks himself, without any interference. They trusted him. Of course, this time there was so much more at stake for the Libyans.
Massi kept his eyes on Labeaux until the kitchen door closed. Regardless of Labeaux’s clever answers, Massi remained suspicious, and now… angry.
He looked across the table at Aknin and said quietly, “Razzag, I’m no longer certain things will go our way. I have no choice but to wait until Monday before I determine whether this plan has any chance of succeeding.” Massi drew in a deep breath, then exhaled slowly through tight lips. “I want you to be prepared to use your skills if I give the order.”
Aknin rested a hand on his janbia as he nodded in understanding, but asked, “You mean everyone, sir, correct?”
Seeing the kitchen door opening, Massi nodded, then let his eyes fall again on the paper.

Chapter 17

St. Mawgan
1200 Hours
The chopper was refueled and waiting in the field behind EOD. A steady, light rain splashed against its windshield. Without the heavy weather that had been expected, there shouldn’t be any delay for the new mission to fly Captain Stevens and Lieutenant Adler back to Lundy.
Norris and Taylor were going through a pre-flight checklist one more time. “Busy couple of days, Dan,” Norris commented, as he flipped two switches.
“Yeah. Too bad we don’t get paid by the hour,” Taylor answered.
Norris checked his watch then glanced out his side window. “They should be on their way anytime now. May as well rev it up.”
Just as the engine went to idle, Taylor noticed Grant and Adler running toward them. “There they are.” He rushed from the cockpit and slid the cargo bay door open. “Need some help, sirs?”
Adler handed him two utility pouches. He and Grant shoved their swim fins across the deck, then climbed aboard.
Taylor said, “We’re ready whenever you are, sirs.”
“Give us five,” Grant answered.
“Yes, sir.” Taylor returned to the cockpit.
Grant and Adler were dressed in wetsuits, with swim masks hanging around their necks. Both carried .45s. K-bars were secured in their leg straps.
Sitting on the deck, they checked their waterproof utility pouches. Each pouch was about eleven inches wide, with a waterproof zipper and a Velcro flap. On the outside was an oral inflation tube for sucking out excess air, or for inflation to give extra flotation capability.
Inside was det cord, a small block of C4 and chemical pencils, each with a three minute delay. Grant carried a couple of flares for signaling the chopper when it was time for extraction. Adler had his hypodermic, filled with enough cc’s of “truth serum” in case they managed to run a G2.
Adler reached into the bottom of his pouch. “Need one of these?”
“Affirmative!” Grant laughed, reaching for the foil-wrapped condom. For waterborne ops, especially in sea water, condoms were one of the cheapest and best ways to protect the barrel of weapons.
They attached a pouch around their waists then put on swim fins. If boarding the boat became an option, the swim fins could be deep-sixed.
“Ready?” Adler asked, as he pulled up his hood. Grant nodded.
Taylor was leaning against the armrest, looking in Grant’s direction. Grant held an arm overhead, then twirled two fingers.
Taylor responded to Grant with a thumb’s up. Within seconds the chopper was airborne.
* * *
Rain pelted the chopper as it flew northwest toward Lundy. The southern tip of the island was close to sixty miles from St. Mawgan. From that point it was another four miles to their DZ (drop zone).
Their options were limited when it came to boarding the Cat. Trying to reach it from inland would leave them too exposed. With the weather as it was, and the position of the Cat close to the beach, a HAHO or HALO was out of the question. (High Altitude High Open and High Altitude Low Open were parachute insertion techniques.) For today’s op, a helocast (water insertion) would be their technique, having the chopper hovering ten feet above the DZ.
They’d have a six hundred yard swim to the target. But being on the eastern side of the island, they should be protected from rough surf.
Taylor came up behind them. “Sirs, we’re just about at the DZ.”
Grant looked up. “Okay, Lieutenant. Officials on the island have been contacted, so they’re expecting us. After we hit the water, you circle back and land at the point we agreed on. I’ll signal with a flare once we’re ready for extraction.”
Taylor nodded. “Aye, aye, sir! And good luck!” He stood by, ready to give any instructions to Norris.
Adler leaned forward looking down at the water, thinking about their upcoming swim. “Six hundred yards. Sorta like BUD/S all over again, huh, skipper?”
“Yeah, except we’re, what? Fifteen years older?” Grant replied, grinning.
“You had to remind me,” Adler answered, as he adjusted his face mask then tightened the straps.
The chopper vibrated as it started decelerating. Norris brought it lower, slowly getting to within ten feet of the water’s surface.
Grant and Adler scooted closer to the edge of the cargo bay opening, watching for the green “go” light.
Below them, waves crashed against huge offshore rocks and beat against the coastline. Their DZ was in between the two sets of rocks. White water swirled from the wash of chopper blades, increasing as the chopper descended. Finally, the green light lit up.
With both hands pressing against his mask, Grant slid out of the doorway. Three seconds later, Adler hit the water.
Popping up to the surface and bobbing around on the swells, they signaled Taylor who was standing at the open door. He gave a quick salute, then pulled the door closed.
Keeping the chopper low, Norris circled around and flew to the west side of the island, getting ready to land at the designated site.
Grant adjusted his mask, then gave an “okay” sign to Adler. With powerful kicks and arm strokes, the two started swimming side by side to the Cat’s location.
Swells were no more than four feet. Staying a safe distance off shore, their arms sliced through the water, propelling them closer to their target.
Pulling up, Grant checked his wrist compass, then motioned with his arm. “Straight ahead. Should be around that point.”
Slowing their strokes, they came up to the rocky point, treading water as they floated closer to the cove. Finally, they spotted the Cat anchored fifty yards in front of them. Two men were sitting on the port side atop the gunnel near the stern, with the hoods of their black jackets pulled up. They were sheltered by a canvas canopy.
Grant pointed. Adler knew they’d be swimming parallel to the Cat, heading toward the ass end. Diving below the surface, they stroked hard, judging the distance they had to swim.
Easing up on their strokes until they were barely moving, they looked up and slowly started toward the surface. Silently, the top of their heads broke the surface as if in slow motion. Finally, they were able to see through their masks. With one more swim underwater, they’d be in between the two hulls.
The water grew rougher the closer they got to shore, but they were able to see their target clearly. Using only the power of their legs to propel themselves, they swam below the stern, then quietly broke the surface. Above them the Zodiac swayed in its “harness” as the Cat rolled on the swells.
Holding on at the stern, Adler stretched as far as he could trying to see down the port side. A ladder was attached at midships. He signaled Grant. Their first objective was to put the two men on deck out of commission, by any means.
The men were sitting on the gunnel, carrying on a conversation about football (soccer). There were other voices coming from inside the cabin, but determining how many there were was impossible.
Grant surmised this had to be all of them, otherwise, the Zodiac wouldn’t be here. The Cat wasn’t close enough to the beach for anyone to walk ashore.
Swimming under the Cat, they held onto the bottom of the ladder, then drew their K-bars from the leg straps.
Taking their positions, and giving each other a nod, they propelled themselves upwards, grabbed the two men, and jerked them backwards. The two were dead by the time they hit the water.
With no hesitation, they dragged the bodies under the Cat, then shoved them toward the bow. It was imperative to keep them out of sight for as long as possible. Waves slapping against the hull should disguise sounds if the bodies bumped against it. There wasn’t anything they could do about blood oozing from the wounds. They removed their swim fins and released them close to the bodies.
With just a couple of strokes, they were at the ladder. Coming up for air, they confirmed it was safe before sliding the knives back in the leg straps. Raising the barrels of their weapons just above the water, they removed the condoms and tucked the “rubbers” under their belts.
Grant motioned for Adler to take the lead while he kept watch, just in case someone else was on shore. Adler grabbed hold of the ladder. Cautiously, he climbed one step at a time until he was finally able to see over the gunnel. No one was on deck… bow or stern. Curtains around the cabin were drawn. An occasional shadow moved behind them.
He stepped onto the deck. His wetsuit booties exuded water with each step. Gripping the weapon with both hands, he kept his eyes on the cabin.
Grant came aboard next to him as he looked around the deck, seeing the det cord and at least two boxes of C4 under the tarp. He nudged Adler, motioning with his head toward the explosives. They didn’t see any IEDs yet.
Still hearing voices and sounds coming from the cabin, they started edging their way closer. In the back of their minds they knew at least one of these men had to be kept alive for questioning. Whether it worked out that way was a whole other ballgame.
Grant gave himself a wide berth by staying as far away from the cabin as he could. Ducking low, he took slow, careful steps and went to the starboard side. Taking up a position to the right of the door, he stayed out of view from the windows. Adler posted himself on the port side, taking up the same position as Grant. They were ready. Suddenly, the door flung open. They froze.
Callum Quinn came out, shouting, “Padraig! Flynn! Where the fuck are you two?!”
Quinn took two steps farther onto the deck, when in a split second, Grant’s arm was pressing against his throat. He jerked him closer, immediately holding the .45 against Quinn’s temple.
Quinn stiffened as Grant whispered, “Quiet.” He kept pulling Quinn farther away from the door. Pressing the .45 harder into the side of Quinn’s head, he whispered, “How many inside?”
Unable to speak, Quinn held up four fingers.
Grant asked, “Armed?” Quinn was barely able to give a quick nod. Grant shot a look at Adler, mouthed the word “four” and jerked his head toward the cabin. Adler acknowledged.
Voices inside the cabin suddenly went quiet. Someone shouted, “Callum!” Quiet again.
Then, there was a sound of clips being rammed into weapons. Out of pure instinct, Adler backed up, then hit the deck.
With one swift motion, Grant’s .45 collided with the side of Quinn’s head, collapsing him in a heap. With Quinn possibly being the only one alive for a G2 after what was bound to happen next, Grant had no choice. He had to try and protect him.
Keeping low, he dragged Quinn’s body farther from the cabin. He got down on one knee, partially blocking Quinn’s body. Again grasping his weapon with both hands, and ducking low, he aimed it at the cabin, just as a burst of gunfire erupted, blowing out cabin windows. Glass sprayed in every direction. Small, jagged pieces flew over the three men. Then, there was silence.
Adler and Grant didn’t return fire. They held back and waited, not knowing where the men inside were positioned, or what weapons they had. But now Grant had a better idea of the men they were dealing with. None of them were running around with “full seabags.” The idiots fired blindly, not thinking Quinn could’ve been in the line of fire.
Adler kept his eyes on Grant who pointed to the ladder. Immediately, Adler understood. Staying low, he crept backwards then went down the ladder. He stood on the bottom step, wrapping his left arm around it. His eyes barely showed over the gunnel. Now, it was a waiting game.
Inside the cabin, the four remaining men were backed up against the forward section of the cabin, holding Berettas and AR-18 rifles. The AR-18 was small in size, had a folding stock that made it easy to conceal and was capable of rapid fire.
Shouting louder this time, Aidan Logan called, “Callum!” He pressed the butt of his rifle against his shoulder.
Grant was going to lay on the guilt trip and make the idiots wonder. “You’ve just eliminated three of your own men! I’d advise you to lay down your weapons then come out with your hands up!” He looked at Adler, who was steadying the barrel of his .45 on the gunnel. Neither one of them expected the fight to be over so easily, especially after hearing the sound of weapons being reloaded.
Inside the cabin, Logan glanced at the other three men, mouthing the word “Yank.” He motioned for one of the men to take up a position closer to the door, near where their ammo blew out cabin windows and shredded the curtains.
The Irishman who had been selected for the task eased himself closer to the blown out windows. Stretching his arm forward, he aimed his weapon at the doorway.
A second later a bullet from Adler’s .45 took him out. He collapsed on the deck, just as another round of bullets were fired by the remaining three men. Again, it went quiet.
Now those men had to make a decision. Quinn was the only one who Labeaux expected to meet with before the assault.
They could fire up the engines, then try to make a run for it. But the odds were against them in reaching Northern Ireland before the RAF or Navy blew them out of the water. Even though they only heard one Yank, they had no idea how many more were either onboard or waiting on the beach.
Defeated but not yet finished, Logan made that decision. If they had to die, the Yank — or Yanks — would die with them. He pointed to each man, then to the starboard side, toward the boxes and IEDs inside the cabin. The other two men snapped their heads up, stared at him, then nodded.
Staying close to Quinn, Grant decided to give it one more try. “You’ve got thirty seconds, gentlemen!”
Loud sounds started emanating from the cabin, some as if boxes were being pulled across the deck. Whatever was happening, it didn’t sound like the men inside were going to give up.
Grant shot a glance at Adler. They both had a really bad feeling. Grant looked at Quinn’s crumpled body. There wasn’t any way he could take Quinn over the side then try and swim pulling dead weight. No. He and Adler had to save themselves, swim their asses off, and get as far away as possible from what they they were expecting — an imminent explosion.
He started taking slow steps backwards, easing his way down the starboard side, motioning for Adler to hit the water. He stayed alert, watching the cabin, prepared to fire his weapon.
Adler swam under the boat then popped up to the surface. Seeing Grant waiting above, he whispered, “Skipper!”
Shoving his weapon in his belt, Grant dove for the water. Immediately, Adler went under, catching up to him. They were trying desperately to distance themselves from the Cat, expecting the worst. The two Americans weren’t about to take the time to look back. They stayed at least fifteen feet underwater, stroking and kicking like hell.
Suddenly, there was a bright flash inside the cabin. A microsecond later a huge, booming explosion rocked the shoreline, sending a fireball hundreds of feet into the air, lighting up the coastline. Another explosion went off, then another, sending shockwaves through the water. IEDs, det cord, C4, exploded in what seemed like organized chaos.
Rolling over, Grant and Adler backstroked as they looked above, seeing bits and pieces of the Cat raining down, some still on fire. Finally, they surfaced, spitting out sea water, then taking in gulps of air.
“You okay?” Grant asked, as he wiped his face.
“Yeah. You?”
“All body parts are functioning.” Treading water, they both looked back. “Christ!” Grant said between clenched teeth, seeing the mass of destruction.
“Why the fuck does this keep happening to us?” Adler shouted angrily as he pounded his fist into the water. Any chance at a G2 had been blown all to hell.
Catamaran debris, pieces of bodies, clothing, fuel, floated near them as they bobbed around in the water. “Let’s get the hell away from this shit,” Grant said, pushing the debris aside.
Once they swam clear of the debris field, Grant undid his utility pouch, held it above the water, and took out the flare. Just as he lit it, the sound of a chopper made him and Adler look overhead. Norris and Taylor, after hearing the explosion, and seeing the smoke and fireball, headed to the extraction site, hoping Grant and Adler were waiting.
Taylor was on his knees, leaning out the cargo bay. He finally spotted the two officers signaling and waving their arms. “They’re okay!” he said into the mouthpiece.
Norris guided the chopper down to the designated height, then held it steady. Taylor shoved the rope ladder over the edge. He held onto a safety line, keeping an eye on the two swimmers, ready to give instructions to Norris.
The bottom of the ladder touched the water, then disappeared just under the surface. Backwash from the chopper’s blades caused the ladder to slowly gyrate.
Adler reached for it, grabbed hold of a rung, and started climbing. He was half way up when Grant started his climb.
Adler scrambled aboard, knelt down near the edge, and reached for Grant’s hand, as he shouted, “Okay! Get us outta here!”

Chapter 18

EOD
The wheels of the chopper barely touched earth, when Grant and Adler jumped out. Running at full speed toward EOD, they didn’t give a shit they were still in their wetsuits.
Bursting into the office, Grant pushed his hood off his head and shouted, “Has anyone heard from the commander?”
Petty Officer Weaver spun around, spraying coffee across a wall and desk. “Captain Stevens! No, sir. We haven’t had any contact with the commander. No, sir!”
“Where’s Chief Becker?” Grant asked between clenched teeth, but trying not to let his frustration get the better of him. No response from Weaver. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of two other petty officers behind the main door. As soon as his eyes focused on them, they jumped to attention.
Grant turned and stepped directly in front of one and then the other. He glanced at the name tag sewn to the petty officer’s green fatigue shirt. “Do you know where Chief Becker is, Petty Officer Jarrett?”
“Sir, I believe the chief went to talk with Gunny Baranski, sir!”
“Now that wasn’t so hard, was it? As you were.” Grant turned to Adler and winked.
He started walking to Henley’s office. “Marty, get Chief Inspector Townsend from CID on the phone. We’ll be in the commander’s office.”
“Aye, aye, sir!”
Adler closed the door and leaned against it. “Now what?”
Grant pulled the zipper of his wetsuit down a few inches. “I’d like to get outta this damn wetsuit!”
“Totally in agreement!” Adler laughed.
“Captain Stevens?” Weaver called from behind the door, with no intention of entering the room. “Chief Inspector Townsend’s on line one, sir.”
Grant put his hand on the receiver. “Joe, give Gunny Baranski a call. Get Becker back here, and have him bring Gunny with him. Oh, and Joe, have somebody get a couple of towels.” Adler nodded and left.
Grant picked up the receiver. “Chief Inspector Townsend?”
“Yes, Captain Stevens.”
“Sir, before you give me the report on the rental houses, I’ve got some important news.” Grant proceeded to tell Townsend about the catamaran, where they found it, and the number of men on board.
Townsend scribbled on his notepad, trying to keep up with Grant’s description, finally asking, “When did this happen?”
“Just past noon, sir.”
“Do you have any idea who those men were? Why the explosives?”
“I’m sorry I wasn’t authorized to tell you earlier, sir, but I think they were IRA.”
That bit of information was something Townsend wasn’t expecting. “IRA?!”
“Yes, sir. We heard a couple names called out, but one in particular was ‘Callum.’ Do you recognize it, sir?”
“Son of a bitch,” Townsend said, throwing his pen on the table. “Callum Quinn. And you’re right, Captain. IRA. You don’t think there were any survivors?”
“Highly unlikely, sir. There was a shitload of explosives on board. And with the explosion, so went any possibility of an interrogation. That was our only hope to get more info on the bastard Labeaux, sir.”
“I sure would have liked to get ahold of one of them myself, Captain.”
“You might have the Coast Guard check out Lundy for debris and body parts, sir. I doubt there’s much left that would give us any more clues. Maybe contact the officials on Lundy. There might be civilians that need to be kept away.”
“I’ll do that straightaway, but with an explosion like you described, I have a feeling they were already notified. Now, putting that aside for a moment, would you like to know what I found out about the rentals?”
Grant sat up straighter. “Affirmative, sir!”
“We made visits to the first two houses. One was in Quintrell Downs, the other in Trevemper.”
“Which means you didn’t have any luck at those two. Tell me you found something or someone at the third, sir.”
“In the village of St. Newlyn East there’s an old home, ‘Tafton Manor.’ The home is set well back off a country road. My men noticed a wide set of tire tracks. They looked to be fairly fresh. So, they decided it best to stay back.”
Grant interrupted. “They didn’t want to take the chance of possibly being surprised.”
“Correct.”
“Then do you have a name for me, sir? Who rented that house?”
“Were you expecting the name ‘Victor Labeaux’ by any chance, Captain?”
“Just tell me, sir.”
“The rental contract was signed by a Mr. Virgil Lawrence, paid in advance for three months, and in British pounds.”
Grant’s heartbeat flew off the chart. “Jesus Christ! Sir, don’t you see? Virgil Lawrence. ‘V. L.’ That’s Victor Labeaux!” Grant swung around, hearing the door open. He waved Adler closer.
“Are you sure?” Townsend asked, already suspecting it was Labeaux. He so enjoyed screwing around with Yanks.
“Too much of a coincidence with the names, sir.”
Townsend finally responded, “I agree, that’s why I posted one of my men at the drive entrance. You want to come with us when we go investigate?”
“Damn right we would, sir!”
“Anything else I can do for you before that?” Townsend asked.
“Nothing I can think of, sir.”
“All right. And if I hear from my man at the house, I’ll call you; otherwise, you show up here at my office in one hour. Can you make it?”
Grant looked at his watch. “How about an hour and a half, sir?” Townsend agreed. Grant hung up.
“What happened?” Adler asked. “What’d I miss?” He handed Grant a towel.
Grant rubbed the towel over his head as he filled Adler in on the conversation.
“Captain Stevens?” Weaver said with a knock on the door.
“Come on in, Marty,” Grant replied.
Weaver came in carrying two mugs. “Thought you both might like some hot coffee, sirs.”
“Thanks, Marty. Let me know when the chief gets back.”
“Yes, sir.” Weaver left.
Adler took a sip of the hot brew then asked, “Why do you think he didn’t use that name when he rented the boat?”
“Good question, except the house rental probably needed some kind of official contract. Maybe he thought it would’ve been easier to trace with a real name.”
Adler rubbed his chin in thought. “Could be. Getting back to the Cat, skipper. I expect Labeaux doesn’t know it went ‘boom’ yet.”
“Don’t see how he could. That’s definitely one in our favor. Unless… ”
“Unless?! Unless?! You keep throwing wrenches into this shit!”
“Unless there were more men who are now nowhere to be found.”
“Oh, Christ! You really think so?”
“This shit’s getting outta control.” He turned the phone around. “Maybe the admiral can step in.”
“What can he do?”
Grant was ready to ask Torrinson to talk to the base commander and Colonel Donaldson. His plan was to have the base C.O. authorize flyovers around the perimeter. The likelihood of explosives being planted was remote since all the shit onboard the Cat had been blown to hell.
But he just needed to add another measure of safety. Time was running out. He couldn’t hold anything back. He dialed Torrinson’s number.
* * *
Just finishing his conversation, Grant hung up when there was a knock at the door. “Sir, it’s Chief Becker. Gunny Baranski’s with me.”
“Wait one, Chief,” Grant said.
“What do you have in mind, skipper?”
“First, we’re gonna get out of these wetsuits.” He went to the door and opened it.
Becker and Baranski backed up, surprised at seeing the two officers in wetsuits.
“Chief, Gunny, we’ll be back in about twenty. In the meantime, Chief, contact everybody. And I mean EOD and your security team. They’re to report here ASAP. See that every man gets a weapon with extra ammo,” Grant ordered, noticing Baranski already had a weapon. “How long will that take, Chief?”
“As long as they’re in the local area, they should all be here in thirty minutes, sir.” Becker stepped toward Grant. “Sir, you gonna tell us what this is all about?”
“I will, Chief, as soon as we get changed.” Grant looked at Baranski. “Gunny, call your C.O. Give him a heads-up on what we’ve discussed. Advise him Admiral Torrinson’s waiting for him to call. It looks like we’ll need as many marines as he can spare.”
“Yes, sir,” Baranski responded, immediately going to the desk.
Adler held the door open. Grant started to leave then turned around. He looked down and just shook his head before looking up at bewildered faces. “Gentlemen, we’ve got a dangerous situation going on. I’m sorry you’ve been kept in the dark, but security was vital. I’ll explain in detail when we get back.” He and Adler rushed from the building, leaving the EOD men wondering now, more than ever, what the hell was going on.
* * *
When the two men returned to the office, they were facing a roomful of questioning, concerned faces. Most of the men were in their twenties and early thirties. All the EOD men had been put through the same grueling training in Key West, Florida; Aniston, Alabama; Indian Head, Maryland. They knew every ordnance in the world. Some had already put that training to use. But here in St. Mawgan, England, they could be put to their ultimate test… preventing the theft and possible use of a nuclear weapon.
* * *
Once EOD and security had been fully briefed, Grant had Weaver contact Townsend, telling him they were on their way.
About ten minutes later, Grant steered the van into the parking lot, noticing Townsend standing outside the building. He pulled next to him, as he rolled down the window. “Do you want us to follow you, sir?”
Townsend pointed to a black, four door Anglia. “Think that would be best. Three of my men are already in the car.”
“Lead the way,” Grant replied.
Townsend started to leave, then he turned again, leaning close to the open window. “Can I assume you gentlemen have your own ‘protection’?”
“Your assumption is correct, sir,” Grant responded, patting his holster under his jacket.
Townsend slapped the door. “Then I guess we’re all set.” He walked to the Anglia and got in.
Grant pulled out of the parking lot, staying close to the detectives’ car.
“Well, skipper, whadda ya think?”
“Think I’m gonna be pissed if we don’t find anything or anybody.”
“Know what you mean,” Adler commented. He gave Grant a quick look, wondering if he was physically up to par. He reasoned it didn’t matter.
Once away from the downtown area, the Anglia picked up speed with the van hanging close. There was just enough room on the narrow road that would allow two vehicles to pass one another.
Out of the corner of his eye, Adler couldn’t help but notice the hedgerows. They seemed too damn close.
“Maybe we should’ve brought the MG!” he said to Grant.
“Aren’t you having fun?” Grant asked, sliding the van around a curve.
“Not exactly!”
“When this shit’s over, we’ll come back with the MG!”
“Changed my mind! Not a chance!” Adler shouted.
The Anglia finally started slowing as the two vehicles approached the village of St. Newlyn East. Flats, shops, houses, were all within a few feet of the road. Adler noticed in some parts of town there weren’t any sidewalks. Some doors dangerously opened onto the road itself.
The Anglia made a left onto another narrow road, again lined with hedgerows. The farther they traveled from the village, the more the road narrowed. Hedgerows got even closer.
“Christ!” Adler spat out. “I’m sure glad I’m not claustrophobic!”
Another two miles and the Anglia slowed. The van wasn’t far off its bumper. The vehicles were moving under fifteen mph.
“Must be close,” Grant mumbled.
Finally, the Anglia pulled off the road and into a small clearing near a creek. Grant followed the car as it drove around a stand of trees and brush. He parked, then waited until the detectives got out before he killed the engine.
Adler slid the side door open as Grant came around. Dragging the rucksack closer, Adler opened it and took out four extra clips for the .45s, handing Grant two. They slipped them into their jacket pockets. Starlighters, binoculars, NVGs (night vision goggles), a shotgun mike, throat mikes, C4, det cord, and Adler’s ever popular duct tape rounded out the remaining contents of the rucksack.
Drawing their .45s from the holsters, they checked them one last time. Adler glanced at the Uzis hiding behind the seat. He closed the door quietly, then slung the rucksack over his shoulder. They met the detectives by the Anglia.
Grant noticed Townsend eyeing the rucksack. “Tools of the trade, sir.”
Townsend didn’t need further explanation. He pointed across the road. “My man should be fifty meters or so up that driveway.”
With weapons drawn, the six men headed across the road.
* * *
The Americans stayed behind the detectives as they all walked quickly but cautiously up the driveway. Nearing the location where Townsend’s man was supposed to be, they slowed their pace.
Townsend called quietly, “Leo.” No response. He signaled for everyone to spread out. They continued walking.
Stopping again, and now starting to worry, Townsend called, “Leo.”
Adler tapped Grant’s shoulder, then pointed to an area in some thicket just off the driveway. He handed Grant the rucksack. “I’m gonna check something.”
Grant nodded, then staying several paces back, he went to the edge of the driveway, keeping his eyes in constant motion.
“Skipper,” Adler called softly.
Grant ducked down, seeing Adler shaking his head and pointing toward his feet.
“Oh, shit,” Grant said under his breath. He jogged up the driveway, signaling with a short whistle. Townsend and his men turned seeing Grant waving them toward him. As they started coming back, he hustled to where Adler was now standing along the edge of the drive.
“What is it?” Townsend asked.
“I’m afraid it isn’t good, sir,” Grant replied. He pointed, “He’s in there.”
Townsend paled, then pushed aside some brush and walked into the thicket, his three men following. Grant and Adler stayed back.
Continuing to look at the detectives, Grant asked, “What happened to him, Joe?”
Adler made a movement with his hand. “Throat was slit; nearly took his head off. He already bled out.” He took the rucksack from Grant.
“Jesus Christ!” Grant put his head down, with pictures flashing through his mind of the times and the places he’d seen that kind of death. Too many times. Too many places. He looked at Adler and spoke softly. “I don’t know, Joe.”
“Don’t know what?” Adler asked, keeping an eye on the detectives.
“From what I know about Labeaux, this just doesn’t seem like his M.O. (modus operandi). And that had to be a helluva knife to do that kind of damage, wouldn’t you say?”
“Yeah. I agree.”
Townsend was in the lead, pushing aside branches as he and his men walked to the driveway. Grant offered their condolences. “We’re sorry, sir. It’s… it’s never easy. May I ask his name?”
“Moore. Detective Sergeant Leo Moore.”
Townsend’s eyes were red. “We don’t have time to get the M.E. out here.” He looked back at the body. “I just can’t leave him like that.”
Grant responded, “You can put him in the van, sir. Joe, check the van for something to wrap the body in.”
Adler left and within a short time came back with a folded tarp, handing it to the detectives. Once the three left, he immediately got down on a knee, opened the rucksack, and took out a throat mike, handing it to Grant. Townsend stood near, but kept his eyes on his men.
Working quickly, Grant and Adler attached small batteries to their waistbands. Each battery had a dangling antenna. Wires ran from the batteries to the throat mikes and earpieces.
Grant held onto the earpiece, then said to Townsend, “Why don’t you let us go ahead, sir? That’ll give you time to take care of Detective Sergeant Moore.” He looked at his submariner. “How far to the house?”
“Maybe another hundred meters or so.” (Three hundred feet).
“Joe will come back to get you if we find something.”
As Grant turned, Townsend grabbed his arm. “I want to find the bloody bastard who did this.”
“Understand, sir. So do we,” Grant replied, as he adjusted the earpiece.
The detectives finished covering the body, then Townsend assisted them in carrying it to the van.
* * *
Staying along the right side of the drive, Grant and Adler moved as fast as they dared. They stopped occasionally to listen for any noises that might be coming from up ahead. Noticing that the driveway made a slight curve to the right, they moved closer to the brush and trees.
The stone house of Tafton Manor finally came into view. It was situated approximately forty-five yards away, with the driveway circling around to the right, eventually disappearing around the back.
Using thicket for cover, they cautiously made their way until they were opposite the side of the house that didn’t have a single window.
As they continued forward, the greenhouse came into view. At this point they were less than ten yards from the house.
Listening for anything, and hearing nothing but the rustle of leaves and a small stream, Grant pointed Adler toward the greenhouse. Once Adler reached the structure and had taken up his position, Grant made a dash across the driveway.
He tried to see through the dirty, grime-covered paned windows. It was nearly impossible. Adler continued sliding his back along the panes of glass, edging his way nearer to the corner. He slowly leaned his head forward and scanned the yard. He stepped back. “No Rover.”
“Dammit!” Grant said softly. “Okay. Check the barn. I’ll watch your six.” He took the rucksack from Adler and slung it over his shoulder.
Checking again that it was clear, Adler took off, running across the driveway, heading for the barn. Signaling Grant that he was moving on, he stepped cautiously and disappeared behind the barn.
Grant tried to rub grime off a window, but the inside was just as dirty. Moving forward, he positioned himself close to the corner, keeping an eye out for Adler. While he waited, he continued scanning the property.
Adler spoke into his throat mike. “Clear around back. Checking inside.”
“Go.” He watched Adler cautiously stepping into the barn.
Now he started to worry. With no sign of the Rover, and if they didn’t find anybody inside the house, they were up shit creek. Labeaux could’ve gone anywhere.
He heard Adler in his earpiece, “Barn’s empty but there were tire tracks on the west side. Looks like a small vehicle was parked there.”
“Okay. See anybody looking from windows?”
“Negative.”
“How far is the door from me?”
“About twenty feet.”
“On my way.” Seeing Adler make a dash toward the house, he slid around the corner, then hustled to meet him. Standing on opposite sides of the door, they took another look around. Grant pointed to the ground in front of them. “Wide tire tracks.” Adler nodded.
As Grant reached for the doorknob, he and Adler froze. Taking aim toward the sound, they waited. Townsend and his men were coming around the greenhouse with their weapons drawn.
Lowering his weapon, Grant put a finger to his lips, then motioned for the detectives to stay back. The four men backed up against the structure.
Grant turned and reached for the doorknob again. Locked. Adler took the leather case from his jacket pocket. Within a short amount of time, the lock “clicked.” Grant waited until Adler was ready, then he turned the knob, pushing the door open slowly.
It was impossible to keep the old rusted hinges from squeaking, but he had to open it. When there was enough space to pass through, he motioned for Adler to go ahead.
He stayed close behind, walking through the dark entryway, finally stopping when they reached an open door leading to the kitchen.
Hearing a sound behind him, he turned, seeing Townsend coming around the door. The only way to stop him was to shoot him. Unfortunately, it wasn’t an option.
Motioning once again for Townsend to stay where he was, he turned back to Adler and whispered, “Ready?” Adler gave a quick nod. Grant said, “Go.”
Adler stepped into the kitchen, aiming his weapon wherever he was looking, methodically checking every space. “Clear.”
Grant came in. Spotting a door on the opposite wall, he whispered, “Did you check?” Adler shook his head. Opening it slowly, they both stared into total darkness, but noticed steps leading down. Grant pulled out a penlight from his jacket. “I’ll go down. You check in there,” he said pointing to the dining room.
The penlight didn’t illuminate much, as Grant started down the creaking wooden steps. He’d take one careful step at a time, then aim the light toward the next step. Squinting, he tried to see beyond the staircase but could only see a dirt floor. He breathed in a damp, musty, foul odor emanating from the basement. There was an eerie stillness.
Stepping off the last step, he aimed the light around the room. Small pieces of shattered glass lay scattered near an old kerosene lamp, then he spotted something in the far corner. The closer he got, he could see it was a wooden chair. What made him stop short was seeing the rope wrapped around the chair legs. “Oh, fuck!”
Adler had just started checking the bedrooms, when he heard Grant in the earpiece. He hustled down the stairs, then stood by the open door. He tried to find Grant within his penlight’s beam. “Skipper?”
“He was here, Joe.”
“Who?”
“Jack,” Grant replied. Getting closer, he aimed the light around the base of the chair, not seeing any sign of blood. Picking up the rope, he slid the light along its length, relieved he didn’t find any blood.
He took a quick check of the rest of the basement, then he started up the stairs.
Adler backed up as Grant stepped into the kitchen. “What caused your ‘fuck’ remark?”
“Found a chair with a length of rope around the bottom.”
“Any blood?”
“Negative. Did you finish searching upstairs?”
“Not completely. On my way.”
As Adler went to the second floor, he wondered if after finding the rope and chair, Grant had any flashbacks of his own captivity in East Germany. Even though he himself had been held captive in Sicily that one time, it wasn’t violent like the one Grant experienced.
“Captain?” Townsend called softly from the entryway.
“Come on in, sir.” Grant holstered his weapon.
Townsend entered the kitchen with one of his detectives. “I left the other men to check the property.”
Grant nodded as he removed the earpiece, letting it dangle outside his jacket collar. “That’s fine, sir.” His mind was still on the chair in the basement, hoping Henley was okay.
“Are you all right, Captain?” Townsend asked stepping closer to Grant.
“What? Oh, yeah. Listen, there’s evidence someone was held prisoner in the basement. I’m guessing it was Jack, I mean, Commander Henley.”
“What did you find to make that assumption?”
“A wood chair and length of rope on the floor. You can take a look for yourself.”
Townsend motioned for his man to go to the basement. “What about the wife?”
“Nothing yet. Joe’s upstairs scoping it out.”
They both turned hearing Adler coming down the stairs. Grant asked, “Anything?”
“Nothing too specific,” he answered.
Grant recognized the expression on Adler’s face. “Come on. Tell me what you found.”
“Just this.” Adler handed Grant Victoria Henley’s ID card. “It was behind a lamp on the side table.”
“Why the hell did she even bring it? How could she think anybody would show up here, least of all us?” Grant questioned under his breath.
Adler added his own comment. “Unless the commander somehow managed a way to signal her when they were being taken from the house.”
“Possibly,” Grant said, “but she sure took one helluva chance.” He handed it to Townsend.
Grant refocused his mind on the dead detective. He turned and walked into the dining room. Three of the four wooden chairs were angled away from the table. He stood quietly and closed his eyes as he pictured the dead man. He tried zeroing in on the slash across the man’s throat.
“Am I interrupting?” Adler asked.
“Affirmative,” Grant replied, while continuing to keep his eyes closed. Adler sat on one of the chairs. Clasping his fingers behind his head, he watched Grant and waited.
“Joe, take a look on the carpet around the table.”
“Gonna give me a hint?” Adler got down on his knees and started crawling.
Grant got down on all fours. Sliding his hand across the carpet, trying to feel through the nap, he searched around the opposite side of the table. “You’ll know it when you see it.”
Townsend came into the room, stopped, then just stared at the two men crawling on the floor. “Did you gentlemen lose something?”
“I’m hoping one of the visitors did, sir,” Grant answered.
Adler reached under one of the chairs and picked up something with his fingertips. “I win!” he announced.
As he stood, Grant and Townsend walked to him. “It’s some kind of red stone, skipper.” He dropped it in Grant’s outstretched hand.
Grant held his hand open, giving Townsend a chance to look. “It’s what I was afraid of, sir.”
Townsend picked the stone from Grant’s palm, holding it between two fingers. He held it up to the light. “What makes you say that?”
“The way your man was killed, sir. That slash was violent. It had to be made by someone who’s experienced in using a type of knife sharp enough to split a hair, sir… and I mean lengthwise.
“The type of knife I’m thinking of is called a ‘janbia.’ It’s carried in a scabbard. Some of the fancier scabbards have jewels set in them.”
“And you think this stone came from one of those?”
“Yes, sir, I do.”
“Do you know who?”
“Right now I can’t give you a name, sir, but I’ll bet Joe’s ass at least one Arab was here, possibly Libyan.” Adler ignored the “ass” remark.
Grant lowered his head, knowing it was time to bring Townsend up to speed on the St. Mawgan situation, without releasing anything about nukes. He pulled a chair close. “Sir, why don’t you sit down, and I’ll fill you in on why Joe and I are here.”
When Grant finally finished, Townsend could only shake his head. “And you think the IRA and the Libyans are working together, by hiring this Labeaux character?”
“No, sir. I can’t see them doing that. Those two aren’t about to share.” Grant stood in front of Townsend. “Look, tomorrow there’s one plane coming into St. Mawgan, possibly with cargo.” Grant looked at Adler, who was nodding, as both of them thought the same thing. “So what if neither group knows about the other being involved? What if Labeaux has his own plan? What if he has no intention of turning anything over to either one?”
“Then what’s the point? I mean, aside from the money he’s probably been paid, what would be his reason?”
“We haven’t asked CIA to give us background information on Labeaux. It’s time we did. Maybe we can find something in his past that’ll help answer the question, sir.”
Townsend stood, handing the stone to Grant. Seeing his men waiting in the kitchen, he said, “I guess there’s no reason to monitor this place any more.”
Grant nodded in agreement, “Don’t think so. Whoever was here sure as hell won’t be coming back after finding one of your men spying on them, sir.
“Joe and I will call the States once we’re back at base.” Grant changed his thought process again, focusing on how the Arabs got to England. “Sir, how many old airfields are there within a twenty mile radius?”
“You think they came by plane?”
“With a small plane, they could’ve come in under radar, sir. And how many fuel stops depended on where they actually departed from. But I’m sure it could be done, sir.”
“We can check on those airfields back at the office.”
Grant started walking toward the kitchen. “One more request, sir. Can you check on a vehicle registration for Colin Webb?”
“I’ll take care of it personally.”
“Thanks. Look, I know you want to get Detective Sergeant Moore back to Newquay, sir. It’d be our privilege to drive him wherever you like.”
“I’d appreciate that, Captain.”

Chapter 19

St. Columb Major
2150 Hours
Colin Webb sat on a sofa bed in his four hundred square foot studio flat, nervously puffing on a cigarette. Since he’d been home, he’d looked at the alarm clock on the side table at least ten times. One more time wouldn’t hurt.
Smashing the stub of his cigarette in an already full ashtray, he pushed himself off the sofa, and went to the kitchen area. He hadn’t been home in over three days. The flat smelled of rotting food from week old garbage. Dishes in the sink were encrusted with food he didn’t recognize, nor remembered eating.
Opening a small fridge tucked under a cabinet, he grabbed one of two remaining bottles of Beck’s. A bottle opener stuck out from under wadded up dirty napkins. He opened the beer, flipped the cap onto the counter then walked to the living room, sucking on the beer.
Again, he looked at the clock. In one hour he’d drive to the harbor and wait for Quinn. Labeaux’s orders were to tell Quinn that at two fifteen p.m. the explosives were to be set off and the guards were to be taken out. The plane should be on the ground, getting ready to off-load. That was all he had to tell Quinn. Then he’d report back to Labeaux.
His eyes found the clock again. There was still another fifty minutes before the meeting. That should leave him enough time for a pint at Sailor’s.
Finishing the last mouthful of beer, he tossed the bottle. Aiming for the overflowing garbage bin, it hit the edge, knocking over garbage. “Gotta take one more piss,” he mumbled. Ignoring the mess, he went into the bathroom.
Coming back to the entryway, he lifted his jacket from a hook and slung it over his shoulder. He grabbed his keys from the side table.
He barely had the front door open, when it came crashing into his face, sending him reeling backwards. “Holy bloody fuck!” he shouted, trying to regain his balance.
Grant and Adler, dressed totally in black, came storming in with their .45s aimed directly at him. Adler grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him onto the floor. He held him down with a foot pressed hard against the small of his back. Grant quickly closed the door, then yanked the curtains together.
“What the bloody fuck?! Who the fuck…?!” Webb yelled, squirming under Adler’s heavy boot.
Adler leaned toward him. “You seem to have a limited vocabulary, friend. I’d advise you to keep your goddamn mouth shut, unless we ask you a question. Got it?”
How could Webb refuse with the barrel of a .45 pointed at his head?
Grant did a search, albeit a quick search of the small flat, then looked out a back window, seeing a row of garages. A single security light lit up the narrow alleyway. He hustled back to the living room.
“Sit him up,” he said to Adler, motioning with his gun. Adler jerked Webb up to a sitting position, pressing his gun to the back of his head.
Grant stepped in front of Webb, who looked up, and defiantly asked, “Who the fuck are you?” As soon as the words came out of his mouth, the realization hit him. These two were Yanks. He broke out in a cold sweat. There was only one reason for them to be here… and it wasn’t robbery!
Grant squatted down so he was eye to eye with Webb. Resting his arms on his thighs, with his weapon in full view, he responded, “No time for introductions. Just tell us where the hell Victoria and Jack are?”
Webb lowered his eyes, focusing on Grant’s hands, hands covered with scars, hands that could probably snap his neck in a heartbeat. “Labeaux will kill me if I tell you.”
Grant’s response: “That’d be letting you off easy. We have other plans if you don’t tell us what we wanna hear.”
Webb shot a glance at the clock. Grant asked, “Have somewhere to go?” Silence. Grant looked up at Adler who grabbed the back of Webb’s collar. He started dragging him across the carpeted floor onto dirty vinyl tiles near the sink.
“No! Fuck! Wait! Wait!” Webb shouted frantically, as he tried to break free from Adler’s grasp.
“Change your mind?” Grant asked as he stood.
Sweat rolled down Webb’s face. “I’m supposed to meet someone at the harbor.”
“This someone have a name?” Grant asked.
Webb took a deep breath. “Callum. Callum Quinn.”
At least one question was answered. Labeaux still didn’t know Quinn was dead.
And the reason for this meeting?”
“I’m… I’m supposed to confirm the time….”
“Don’t stop now,” Grant said.
“I’m supposed to tell him when the explosives are to be set off.”
Grant reasoned there wasn’t any need to continue this line of questioning. But he may as well put another thought in Webb’s mind. “I can tell you the explosives thing isn’t going to happen.”
Webb looked up at Grant with confusion and now fear in his eyes. “What?!”
“Well, you see, Quinn and his men sorta met with an unfortunate accident while they were on their boat, a boat loaded with all those nasty explosives.”
Adler leaned close to Webb’s ear, then cut loose: “Boom!” Webb nearly came out of his skin.
Grant stood up, bitting his lip, holding back a laugh. He cleared his throat before asking, “Are Victoria and Jack alive?”
“They were when I last saw them.”
“Where was that?”
“The airfield.”
Adler gave a thumb’s up as he looked at Grant. Right again.
“I’m assuming they’re not just sitting in the middle of the airfield, so where? Are they in some kind of building?”
“Yeah. There’s an old concrete building. They were on the main floor, in a room by the stairs.”
“Was anybody else with Labeaux?”
Webb pictured the two Arabs, then remembered what the one did to the man in the driveway. It sent a violent chill through him. He shuddered.
“I’m waiting,” Grant said, leaning closer.
“Two. Two other blokes.”
“That’s all? Only two?”
Webb nodded.
“You’re not fucking with us, are you?”
“No, goddammit!”
Grant went near Adler. “Doesn’t sound like anybody else is involved.”
“Need to make any phone calls?”
“Let’s finish here.” Grant stepped in front of Webb again. “Would these ‘others’ happen to be Arabs?”
Webb nodded, surprised anyone would even make that assumption.
“How about some names?” Adler asked.
Webb craned his neck, trying to look back at Adler. “I never heard any.”
“I’m assuming these two came in by plane,” Grant said.
“Yeah,” Webb answered as he wiped sweat from his eyes.
“Did you happen to get a look at any markings, like maybe a flag or country name painted on the tail?”
Webb scrunched up his face, as if he was trying to picture the plane. “I didn’t recognize it, but it had two… no, three wide stripes; black, red and green, or maybe red, black and green.”
Grant’s stomach knotted. “Can you describe one or both of the men?”
Webb remembered looking in his rearview mirror, seeing eyes staring back at him. “They had dark eyes. Really dark, scary eyes. Both men were about his height,” he said pointing over his shoulder at Adler. “One was heavy; thick and wide across his chest. He’s the one who sliced that guy’s throat. Fuck! His hands were the size of bloody, fucking shovels. Scary shit!”
At that moment Grant and Adler knew who it was. Razzag Aknin, bodyguard of Abu Massi.
A few years back Aknin and Massi were running terrorist operations in the Libyan dessert. Grant and Adler participated with the SAS (Special Air Service, a corps of the British Army) in an operation to destroy the camp’s ammo supply. It was during that raid when the two Americans came practically face to face with the two Libyans.
Adler set charges around the piled boxes of ammo while Grant and two SAS officers held off the Libyans. With timers set, the four men started retreating, firing weapons as they tried to distance themselves from the impending explosion.
Aknin and Massi suddenly appeared out of nowhere. Enraged and unbelieving at what they were witnessing, the two ran across the camp toward the foreigners, each brandishing a dagger in one hand, a pistol in the other.
Several more Arabs came at the Americans and SAS men from the right. One of the SAS officers was hit, catching a bullet in his thigh. Grant struggled to lift him over his shoulder, watching the advancing Libyans. Adler and the other SAS officer emptied their weapons, reloaded, then fired again.
There was a brief moment when the eyes of Aknin and Massi met the eyes of both Americans, their faces burned into their brains. The Americans and SAS men started hauling ass, when a moment later the explosives went off, knocking Aknin and Massi to the ground, dazed. Trying to raise themselves from the sand, they saw only blurred forms running across the sand toward the horizon.
* * *
“You got a pencil and paper?” Grant asked Webb.
“In the drawer above the fridge.”
Adler went into the kitchen, trying to avoid stepping in spilled garbage. “Jesus! It smells like a shit hole in here!” he said under his breath. He rummaged around in the drawer, finding a stub of a pencil with a broken point, and a single piece of paper with one clean side. He handed Grant the paper, then took his K-bar from his leg strap and whittled the pencil to a point.
Grant dropped the pencil and paper on Webb’s lap. “Draw a diagram of the airfield and which direction we’ll be coming from. Show the building and topography.”
“Topography?”
“You know… those little things we call trees, bushes, hills. Any water around?” Webb shook his head, just before Grant snapped a finger against it. “And make sure you show the plane and the Rover.”
A dim light went on in Webb’s brain. “You’re the ones who were at the harbor the night… ” He cut himself off.
“Care to finish that sentence?” Adler asked.
“No!”
While Webb struggled with the drawing, Grant said to Adler, “Get the throat mikes; may as well get ready.”
Adler opened the door, and checked to make sure things were clear. Hiding his weapon behind his back, he made a dash for the van.
Grant leaned over Webb, looking at the half-ass diagram, when Adler came back. He already had his mike in place, but let the earpiece hang outside the collar of his jacket. He handed one to Grant.
“Here,” Webb said, holding up the paper.
While Grant adjusted the wire of the throat mike, Adler took the diagram, trying to make sense of the scribble. He said to Webb, “Tell us what the inside of the building looks like. How are the rooms arranged?”
Webb gave a description. As he finished, Grant said to Adler, “Check out front once more.”
Adler closed the door behind him then quickly scoped out the grounds surrounding the flats. After a couple of minutes, he came inside. “Clear.”
Grant reached down and yanked Webb up by his arm. “Come on. Let’s go see how accurate your drawing is.”
“Like bloody hell!” Webb blurted out, as he attempted to break free of Grant’s hand.
Grant squeezed harder, making Webb wince in pain. “Listen you son of a bitch! You got yourself into this, and then you had the fuckin’ balls to involve your sister and her husband! Your own sister, for Christ’s sake!”
“She’s not my fucking sister!” Webb shouted, sounding more like he was trying to justify his actions.
Grant grabbed Webb around the throat, wanting to squeeze until both eyeballs popped out of his head.
Then he heard Adler’s voice, “Uh, boss.”
Grant let loose. Webb coughed, putting a hand to his red throat. Grant shoved him toward Adler. “Put his ass in his car, driver’s side. You’ll drive the van. I’ll be right out.”
Adler picked up Webb’s keys from the floor, roughly pulled him toward the door, then left the flat.
Grant holstered his .45 and looked around for a phone, spotting one on a shelf. Resting his hand on the receiver, he thought about a decision he had to make. Should he call Colonel Donaldson and tell him the base could “stand down” or would he be “jumping” the proverbial gun? He was more confident there weren’t any others involved, and the IRA and explosives were out of the way. But he still didn’t have a clue of what Labeaux had planned.
Maybe he should call for air support over the old airfield. As much as he could use the support, he didn’t want to ruin the “surprise” he and Adler were hoping to give Labeaux. More importantly, he couldn’t take the risk with Jack and Victoria inside the building.
Of course, there was always the possibility he and Adler could personally “take out” Aknin and Massi. Foreigners up to no damn good on British soil. The political ramifications from that didn’t phase Grant in the least. Somebody else could sort it out.
What he needed to do was call CID. He pulled a small piece of paper from his pocket then dialed Townsend’s direct number.
“Chief Inspector Townsend.”
“Sir, it’s Grant Stevens.”
“Cap… ”
Grant immediately interrupted. “Sir, I’m not using a secure line, but I have some important info.”
“Go ahead.”
“I know you were going to look up something for me, sir. I’ve just made contact with someone who’s agreed to take us to the remote location. Don’t think we’ve got time to wait for you. You’re just going to have to hang tight for now, sir.”
“Can I do anything or call anyone in the meantime?”
“I’m sure my boss would like a brief update, sir. I think you’ve got his number, correct?”
Townsend fumbled for his notebook in his jacket pocket, then flipped it open. “Yes. I have it.”
“Tell him I know where Jack is, and… ”
“And what?”
“Just tell him to remember the desert, sir. He’ll understand.”
“I’ll do it,” Townsend replied, as he wondered what the hell the desert had to do with anything.
“Gotta go. Thanks, sir.” Without waiting for a response, Grant hung up, then hurried to the front door. He had his hand on the door knob, when he froze. “The plane! He’s going to use the goddamn plane!”
Opening the door, he gave a quick look around then quietly closed it behind him.
He spotted Adler by Webb’s car. He made a dash across the parking lot. Time was ticking away. They couldn’t waste a minute more. He and Adler were on their own — again.

Chapter 20

NIS
1715 Hours EST
Torrinson stood by the office window. He looked overhead, letting his eyes follow numerous white streaks criss-crossing an early evening sky. Airports were busy around the D.C. area. Jets took off constantly from National, Baltimore, and the air force bases.
With his arms behind his back, he turned and took slow steps toward the middle of the room. His thoughts were on another air base in St. Mawgan, England.
He was worried. When it came to Captain Stevens and Lieutenant Adler being on a mission, one would think he’d be used to it by now. But worry came too easily, especially when he was kept out of the loop.
His intercom buzzed and he went to his desk.
“Yes, Zach.”
“Sir, a Lieutenant Colonel Donaldson from St. Mawgan is on the Red 1.”
Torrinson rolled his swivel chair closer, then sat down. He shoved aside a plate of cold, half-eaten cheeseburger and fries. “Colonel Donaldson?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Can you bring me up to speed on what’s happening over there, Colonel?”
“Well, sir, we’ve established extra security around the compound and the bunker. The base C.O. ordered a couple of choppers to fly over the entire area. So far we haven’t heard or seen anything suspicious around the outside perimeter.”
Torrinson drew in a long breath. “Have you heard anything from Captain Stevens or Lieutenant Adler?”
“Not directly, sir. Gunny Baranski met with them and the EOD men, but that was just to bring everyone on board.”
Torrinson nodded to himself. “Captain Stevens said he and Lieutenant Adler found a boat with IRA and explosives onboard.”
“That’s correct, sir.”
“Have any bodies been found?”
“We haven’t gotten any word on that, sir. But to tell you the truth, with the amount of explosives that Captain Stevens saw, and the size of the explosion he described, it’ll take a long time to find any human parts.”
“I see.” Torrinson then asked with concern, “And yet you still haven’t been told to stand down?”
“No, sir. We haven’t. I don’t know if anybody’s heard from Captain Stevens. What would you like me to do, Admiral?”
Without hearing otherwise from Grant, Torrinson had no alternative but to leave security as it was for the time being. Grant had to have his reasons, unless…. Torrinson reprimanded himself for even having negative thoughts.
“Colonel, Captain Stevens was to contact Brit CID in Newquay. My suggestion is to put a call in to them and see if they have any updates.”
“But wouldn’t Captain Stevens contact you before calling the Brits, sir?”
Torrinson shook his head and smiled. “You don’t know the captain like I do, Colonel. I suggest you call CID.”
“All right, sir.”
“One other thing, Colonel. Even though I’m sure I don’t have to remind you, there’s to be no mention of what’s stored at St. Mawgan.”
“Of course, Admiral. I’ll call you as soon as I talk with CID.”
“Be sure to call me whether or not you have new info.”
“Yes, sir. I will.”
Torrinson hung up then leaned against his chair, swiveling it back and forth. Should he call the EOD compound? Was there a possibility Grant already contacted the team since his last call? Too many questions. Too many damn unanswered questions.
“Where the hell are you, Captain?” he said under his breath. How many times had he asked himself that question over the past years?
Exasperated, Torrinson rubbed his hand over the top of his head, and got up abruptly. He grabbed a Tootsie Pop from the jar, then tossed the wrapper on the plate. Pacing back and forth across his office, he hardly realized he was crunching the hard candy into pieces.
A sudden sense of sadness crept into his being. It was almost hard to believe, but soon he’d no longer have his view from the window… or this job.
Aside from his last duty station at SPECWARCOM (Special Warfare Command) in Coronado, NIS had been a dream assignment, frustrations put aside. Every job had frustrations and anxieties.
He stopped his pacing, finding himself standing in front of a mirror with a bronze eagle, a present from his wife when he made admiral. Looking at his reflection, he brushed his fingers along his temple. He admitted he had a few more gray hairs since he’d been at NIS. “All your fault, Captain Grant Stevens,” he laughed quietly. His assignment to NIS was, in part, because of Grant Stevens’ recommendation after Eugene Morelli died.
But the time had come. He was being assigned his own carrier strike group with the Pacific fleet — the USS John Preston.
What kind of irony was that? The carrier was the same one where Grant and Joe successfully uncovered a Russian mole.
He turned away from the mirror. As soon as Grant and Joe returned from England he would have to break the news. After their last op he was the one who worried they were about to retire, leave the Navy.
Although he wasn’t leaving the Navy, he was leaving. Not too many times during his career was he affected by leaving men under his command. Why was this time so different?
A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. “Admiral?”
“Come on in, Zach.” He threw the Tootsie Pop stick on the plate.
The yeoman walked in carrying a manila folder. “I’ve got some papers for you to sign, sir.”
“Guess it’s time to return to reality.”
“Sir?”
“Nothing, Zach.”
“Just made some fresh coffee, sir. Can I get you a cup? We’ve still got some donuts to go along with that.”
He eyed the cold burger and fries, preferring something sweet. “Both sound good. I’ll have chocolate, if there’s one left.”
“Yes, sir.” Zach picked up the plate, and turned to leave.
Oh, Zach, just leave the door open.
“Yes, sir.”
World War II Airfield
2300 Hours GMT
Standing on a concrete balcony overlooking the old airfield, Razzag Aknin pressed binoculars against his eyes. His patience was wearing thin. The man Labeaux sent to Newquay was late in returning.
Setting the binoculars on the edge of the balcony, he readjusted the belt, sliding the scabbard closer to his belly. Withdrawing his janbia, he held it close to his face, swiveling the knife back and forth. Even in the blackness of night he could see his reflection in the shiny blade. He ran a finger along the smooth surface, noticing a dark speck near the hilt. The Englishman’s blood. He wiped it with a corner of his shirt. Then, he reinspected his most cherished possession, given to him by Abu Massi.
How many times had he wiped the blood of his enemies from this blade? Perhaps he would get another chance to use it before he left this island called England.
Turning his attention back to the runway, and still not seeing headlights, he decided to go through a checklist on the plane. Nothing could go wrong tomorrow.
Stepping heavily down the one flight of stairs, he glanced briefly at the room where the prisoners were being held.
Once outside, he stopped momentarily before proceeding to the plane. He looked back at the building, not understanding why Labeaux continued holding the two prisoners. Nothing had been gained from all the questioning. After he had eliminated the the man in the driveway, he volunteered his services to dispose of the man and woman. But Massi refused, explaining they were Labeaux’s concern… for the time being.
He refocused his attention on the plane, as he walked toward it, seeing Massi standing near the open doorway. Labeaux was still inside the cabin, sitting near a window.
Aknin began to question Labeaux being called one of the world’s most feared terrorists. So far, nothing Labeaux had said or done supported that claim. Aknin smiled as he went into the plane.
* * *
The only entry to the room was by a single wooden door, covered with sheet metal. Inside, a long wooden counter, splintered and worn, was bolted to the back wall. Old plugs, outlets, pieces of wires lay scattered on the floor. A section of map was still tacked next to the door. At eye level above the counter was a small rectangular window. Hanging from the ceiling by a frayed electrical cord was a flickering, weak bulb, the only light in the room.
Jack Henley sat on the cold concrete floor. His arms were behind his back, tied to a metal support post. His face was badly bruised. He was exhausted. During the entire time he’d been locked in this room, he refused to take his eyes from Victoria. She was on the opposite side of the room, with a rope around her wrists, and another rope around her waist tied to a leg of the counter.
He was thankful she hadn’t been physically harmed, but her quiet sobs tore through to his soul.
“Vicky,” he called softly. She kept her head down, ashamed to look at him. “Vicky,” he called again. “Look at me.” She raised her head. Her normally shiny, perfectly brushed blond hair was now tangled and messy, hanging in her eyes. Tears from reddened eyes streaked her face.
He had to reassure her and try to prevent her from totally falling apart. He spoke quietly. “Vicky, believe me when I tell you Grant’s looking for us. He’s looking for us, Vicky, and he will find us. I promise you he will. This’ll all be over soon.”
She didn’t have the strength or will to even attempt a smile. Why would anyone try to rescue her after what she’d done? She and her husband wouldn’t be in this situation if it weren’t for her. And yet, through it all, it was her husband who had tried with all his being to protect her.
Looking at him now, she wished she had never married him, and not because she didn’t love him. If they had never met, he’d be living his life as an American naval officer, performing a job he loved, instead of facing death at the hands of terrorists — and Colin.
Seeing her brother’s face in her mind, and remembering the words he’d said, tormented her even more. She felt bile slowly creeping up into her throat. She started retching, then vomited, and that was immediately followed by a bout of dry heaves. Her body seemed to convulse before she slumped forward and then became quiet.
“Victoria!” Henley cried out. “Oh, Jesus Christ! Vicky!” He frantically tried to get to her, but his efforts were futile. The rope cut into his wrists the more he struggled. He shouted at the top of his lungs, “You fucking bastards! Get her out of here! Get her out of here! Help her!
“Vicky! Listen to my voice! Don’t give up! I love you! Do you hear me? I love you!”
* * *
As dark as it was, Webb had been driving without headlights for nearly five miles. He kept the speed of his beat up car just under forty kph, following Grant’s instructions to the letter. The feel of a .45 pressing against his temple was all the incentive he needed.
Grant turned in the seat, just enough to see the van following close. “How much farther?” he asked Webb.
“A couple kilometers.”
“Pull over.” Grant lowered the weapon, and rested his arm on the backrest. He lowered the window, then waved Adler to him.
Adler leaned toward the window. “What’s up?”
“We’re a couple kilometers from the airfield. You got the diagram?” Adler unfolded the paper, then took out his penlight, shining it on the diagram. Just then a set of headlights came toward them, the vehicle slowing as it got closer. Adler slowly dropped his hand, resting it on top of his holster.
Pulling next to Webb’s car, the driver leaned out the window. “You blokes need any help?”
Grant tapped the back of Webb’s head with the .45. Webb responded, “No thanks, mate.” The driver gave a wave, then drove off.
Once the taillights were no longer visible, Grant and Adler studied the diagram. They had to assume that whoever was holed up at the airport would have posted a lookout.
He pointed to an area on the diagram, asking Webb, “Is there a way to get to this point without being seen if someone had binoculars?” Webb gave directions to a turnoff that was a safe distance away from the airfield and the building.
Grant handed the paper to Adler, as he said to Webb, “I don’t have to remind you what’ll happen if this diagram… ”
“I’ll be better off with you than with that fucking, bloody Labeaux, or the Arabs!” Webb answered with his shoulders hunched.
“I wouldn’t count on it if I were you,” Grant replied in a threatening tone. Then he turned to Adler. “We good?”
“Damn straight we are!”
NIS
Petty Officer Zach Phillips stood just outside Torrinson’s office. “Sir, it’s Lieutenant Colonel Donaldson again on the Red 1.”
Torrinson reached for the phone, then hesitated, hoping he didn’t hear bad news. He picked up the receiver. “Colonel?”
“Admiral, I just got off the phone with a Chief Inspector Townsend at CID. He was in contact with Captain Stevens just a short time ago, sir.”
“Fill me in, Colonel,” Torrinson said, relieved. He swung his chair around, staring at pictures of Silver Strand Beach in Coronado and his classmates at the Academy. He wasn’t really focused on the pictures. He was focused on the words Donaldson was saying.
For the next fifteen minutes, Donaldson relayed the information, while Torrinson remained quiet.
Finally Donaldson said, “That’s all I have for you, sir. Oh, one more comment from Chief Inspector Townsend, sir. Captain Stevens said for you to remember the desert. Hope you know what that means, sir.”
Torrinson did indeed know what that meant. There was a mission in Libya he’d read about after he took over for Admiral Morelli. Grant was telling him that Massi and Aknin were involved.
Torrinson didn’t know how long he’d been holding his breath, until he finally said, “Colonel, proceed with Captain Stevens’ orders for base security, and that includes his orders to EOD. Fill the team in on what we’ve discussed, including about Commander Henley. They’re to remain at the compound and not leave the base. Those are my orders, Colonel.”
“I understand, sir. Should I call you if I hear from Captain Stevens?”
Torrinson didn’t care for the word “if” being thrown in there. He looked at the clock. “Yes, Colonel, but call me in two hours anyway.”
“Yes, sir.”
Torrinson disconnected the call, but hung onto the receiver. He had to make other calls, including one that would alert a carrier in the Med, the USS John F. Kennedy, sending it to GQ (general quarters).
He rolled his chair to the side, spotting Zach standing by the file cabinets. “Zach! Get SECDEF on the line. Then dig out a file from a few years back. Captain Stevens and Lieutenant Adler had a mission in Libya. They were working with SAS.”
“Aye, aye, sir!” the yeoman responded, immediately dialing SECDEF. As he waited for a response, he pulled the phone closer to the edge of the desk, stretching the cord to its max. He started looking through files.
“Sir, SECDEF’s on the Red 1!” He hung up, then grabbed the file and hurried into Torrinson’s office. Laying the folder on the desk, he immediately left.

Chapter 21

Webb turned the car off the road, driving across a pasture. Adler followed close behind. Neither vehicle had headlights on. They were moving at a crawl, attempting to avoid irregular depressions, rocks, clumps of dirt.
They’d driven about thirty-five yards off the main road, when Grant had Webb park alongside a hedgerow. The airfield still wasn’t in sight.
Grant felt confident no one in the building would be leaving during the night. If anyone did make an attempt to drive off… well, he and Adler would be ready and more than willing to put a stop to the intended “trip.”
Using the handle of his .45, he smacked the small overhead light. Webb covered his head when small pieces of plastic and bulb rained down on him.
“Okay, let’s go,” Grant said.
Webb looked at him defiantly. “Up yours!”
His door flung open. Adler grabbed his arm and yanked him out, making sure he landed hard on his ass. Adler kept his voice low. “That’s not being very friendly. Now, get your ass up!” Using one hand, he jerked Webb up so violently, that Webb’s feet left the ground. A shove started him stumbling toward the van.
Grant closed both car doors quietly, then met up with Adler at the side of the van. He slid the door open. Adler immediately climbed in, took a seat on the opposite side, and reached inside the rucksack.
Grant leaned close to Webb’s ear. “No more shit. Get in.”
Webb climbed in and reluctantly sat on the bench seat, trying to keep as much distance between himself and Adler. Paying more attention to Adler, he forgot Grant was behind him, until a strong arm was around his throat. Within a second, Grant took hold of Webb’s right arm and jerked it back.
Webb struggled, trying to break free. Adler slid across the seat, and slapped a piece of duct tape across his mouth. Webb’s eyes were the size of dinner plates when he saw the hypodermic. Adler injected the sodium pentathol. A few eye blinks later, Webb was out.
“Handy stuff,” Adler smirked, putting the needle in a hard case. He dropped it in the rucksack. “He’s not going to be out that long, you know.”
“Yeah, I know. Come on. Help me throw him in the back. You’ve got enough duct tape, right?”
“Never leave home without it.” He taped Webb’s ankles and wrists. “Now what?”
Grant eyed the tarp, and started smoothing it out. “We’ll roll him in this.”
“Uh, skipper, that’s covered with blood.” Grant gave him one of his looks. Adler responded, “Just thought I’d mention it.”
After quickly securing the tarp around Webb’s body, Grant said, “Let’s put him on the seat. We’ll lash him to it. That should prevent him from rolling around.”
When they finished, they sat on the front seats. Without any lights in the van, they relied on their years of experience and checked their .45s, then the Uzis.
Grant looked out the windshield and into the blackness, hardly able to distinguish anything around them. Adler reached behind the seat and pulled out two pairs of NVGs from his rucksack, handing one to Grant.
Their upcoming trek to the airfield, and eventually to the building, would be slow. But they still had plenty of time to remain hidden under the cover of darkness.
Grant clicked a button on his submariner, turning on a backlight. They had fifteen minutes until they moved out.
Sitting quietly in the dark, they skillfully spread black camouflage paint on their faces, in random, disruptive patterns. Then, they waited.
* * *
Aknin and Massi sat in the plane’s cabin. Small reading lamps above their heads were the only lights shining. There wasn’t anything for them to do except stay at this forsaken airfield. Monday afternoon, the time Labeaux scheduled the attack, seemed too far off.
Aknin took a final gulp of orange juice then put the glass on the tray. “I must walk outside for awhile, sir.”
Massi dismissed Aknin with a short wave of his hand, then he rested his head against the seat.
The plane’s collapsible stairs shook with each of Aknin’s heavy footsteps. Finally standing on a section of broken concrete, he stretched his back and looked overhead into complete darkness, feeling a light mist touch his face. The humidity and rain were not to his liking, and he swiped a hand over his beard.
Beneath his shoe he could feel the jagged edge of the concrete, with a soft section of grass filling in the spaces. As broken and fractured as this old runway was, he had no problem handling the plane when they landed. Takeoff tomorrow should be no different.
What he did worry about was the English weather, hoping it didn’t prevent tomorrow’s planned attack. Labeaux assured Massi they would have their B57 even if the American plane bringing one to St. Mawgan was delayed. The bunker guarded by American marines held a stockpile of such weapons. The men he hired would help make the operation a success.
Aknin looked toward the building. Earlier, there had been a disturbance. One of the hostages, the man, was shouting angrily.
Labeaux had left the plane, annoyed, telling Massi he would go take care of the situation by himself. It had been quiet ever since.
Walking around the front of the plane, Aknin ran his hand along one of the props, feeling the moisture. He wiped his hand on his shirt, as he turned his attention to the road in the distance. Why hadn’t Labeaux’s man returned from the town? He raised the binoculars hanging around his neck. Still no sign of headlights.
When questioned earlier, Labeaux once again tried to reassure Massi that Webb’s being late could be a matter of the weather. The explosives’ expert he was to meet only had a small craft to take to the harbor. The water could be rough, plus navigating the bay at night could add to the delay.
Since the explosives had already been placed around the perimeter of the base, all Webb had to tell him was the time to set them off and when to take care of the guards. There was still plenty of time.
Knowing that tomorrow he and Massi would be leaving this retched country, pleased Razzag Aknin. He lowered the binoculars, then went up into the plane. It was time to cleanse their bodies, to begin the ritual. But with just enough water for drinking, they’d have to perform the Tayammum, dry ablution (act of washing oneself).
Once the cleansing was complete, they’d begin the “Salah.” In Islam the act of “Salah” is a person’s communication with and remembrance of God, submitting completely to the Creator. Its basic meaning translates to bowing, homage, worship, prayer. Before midnight they would say their last, and fifth prayer of the day, the “Isha.”

Chapter 22

With their NVGs in place and staying close to a hedgerow, the two Americans moved quickly and silently toward their destination. Grant held his .45, with an Uzi slung over his shoulder.
An Uzi was Adler’s weapon of choice for this evening’s activities. His .45 was holstered. A rucksack was on his back.
After ten minutes, Adler held up his fist and whispered into his throat mike, “Target in sight.”
Grant came around him, looking across the airfield. From where they were standing, they could see a faint light from inside the building. Approximately thirty yards from the building was the plane. On the north side of the building, and barely visible, was the Range Rover.
Grant whispered, “Looks like all the ‘players’ are here.”
Their first objective was to find the Henleys. They started toward the building, crouching low.
The grass was slick from constant rain and mist over the last few days. It could be in their favor, as they tried to stay in stealth mode.
“Hold it, Joe,” Grant whispered. They dropped to a knee. It was still dead quiet. They hadn’t seen any movement. But they did finally get a better view of the plane. The exit door was raised. Steps were lowered. Small overhead lights could be seen inside the cabin. They still weren’t close enough to tell if anyone was inside.
“Let’s move.”
Raising their NVGs, they made their approach from the south side of the structure, passing a single door. Continuing straight ahead until they were about fifteen feet beyond the back wall, they dropped to a knee again, listening for anything, but hearing nothing.
They crept slowly, staying parallel to the building, until they were opposite a small window. A dim light flickered inside. It was too freaking quiet, but considering only Labeaux and the two Arabs were supposed to be here, maybe that was good.
Grant pointed a finger toward the window. He took the lead with Adler just behind him.
Reaching the building, Grant flattened his back against the cold concrete left of the window. Adler took up a position to the right. With his .45 close to his cheek, Grant held his breath, leaning toward the window, trying to see in the room. Unable to see anything from that angle, he stepped back. He looked at Adler before trying again, only this time he stood directly in front of the window. The room appeared to be empty, until he looked down to the left. He spotted Henley, slumped sideways, staying very still.
Grant looked to the opposite side of the room. Victoria. She was laying in a curled position, with her hair covering her face. He could see a rope around her waist.
Stepping back, he held up two fingers, pointing toward the room. Adler gave a quick thumb’s up, then slowly lowered his hand when Grant shook his head. Were the Henleys alive or dead? Either way, they had to get to them out.
Suddenly, Grant heard voices. What the hell were they saying? He tried concentrating on the sound. His mouthed curved slightly. He knew. They weren’t talking. The Libyans were chanting their evening prayers.
Now was his chance. Hoping Jack was unconscious and not dead, he had to try and get his attention. He stepped in front of the window again. Keeping his eyes on Henley, Grant tapped on the window. No reaction. He tried again. This time Henley moved. Relieved, Grant blew out a long breath. He tapped again.
Henley struggled, trying to sit up straight. He couldn’t figure out where the noise was coming from. Grant continued to slowly tap the window until Henley finally looked up and saw him. Grant smiled and gave a quick salute.
Henley dropped his head forward, shaking it in disbelief. As much as he tried to reassure Vicky that Grant would find them, he had his own doubts.
Grant backed up, this time giving a thumb’s up to Adler, who pumped his fist in mid air. Grant pointed two fingers at his eyes, then toward the opposite side of the building. Adler nodded, then cautiously walked along the wall toward the far end.
Grant waited until Adler disappeared around the wall. Then he headed slowly to the opposite corner, stopping briefly. He leaned forward, just enough to see. Clear. Then, he eased himself around the side, passing the main door, before he stopped again. He still heard chanting, but where the hell was everybody? Looking around the corner, he couldn’t zero in on the Arabs. Then he spotted two dark forms kneeling, not far from the plane.
He heard Adler in his earpiece, “Coming back.” Within seconds, Adler was behind him.
With the Libyans preoccupied, Grant knew this might be the only opportunity they had to get inside. But not knowing where Labeaux was worried the hell out of him.
He motioned Adler to stay at the corner, while he checked the door. Moving cautiously, Grant shifted his weapon to his left hand. He nearly had his right on the door knob, when a sound above made him freeze. He looked overhead. A balcony. He couldn’t see who was there. The only person it could be was Labeaux.
He stepped back, looked at Adler and pointed overhead. Adler acknowledged.
Grant tried the doorknob again, gave it a slight turn, then opened it just a crack. Adler signaled no lights. Grant pulled it open just enough to allow Adler to slip inside, then he immediately followed. He closed the door. Letting their eyes grow accustomed to the darkness, they walked slowly toward the staircase that led to the balcony. No sound came from above them.
A door to the left, one that Webb had described, was closed. A light shining from underneath constantly flickered. The Henleys were behind that door.
Adler stood just to the side, close to the stairs. He waited for Grant to make his move inside. With his Uzi ready, he’d keep watch. Grant looked at him and they both gave a quick nod.
Taking a deep breath, Grant put his left hand on the doorknob, praying it wasn’t locked. It turned. In a split second, he was inside. Immediately, Adler took up a position next to the door, keeping his eyes on the stairs, then the side entry.
Grant put a finger to his lips as Henley looked up at him. He pulled his K-bar from the leg strap as he got down on one knee and sliced the rope. Unhooking a canteen from his belt, he made Henley drink, then whispered, “Can you walk?”
Henley nodded, answering, “Think so.” He whispered with a raspy voice, “Vicky! See if Vicky’s okay.” He stretched his legs in front of him. They felt numb. He kept watching his wife.
Grant knelt next to her, then brushed aside hair covering her face. Even in the dim light, seeing her sallow complexion made him worry. Dried vomit was at the corner of her mouth and on her clothes. He felt for a pulse in her neck. It was weak, but she was alive. He looked at Henley and gave a thumb’s up.
Grant cut the rope from her waist and wrists. Cradling her against his chest, he poured a little water in his palm, and put it near her mouth, trying to moisten it. She remained motionless.
A decision had to be made. Should he leave the Henleys here while he and Adler took care of the Libyans and Labeaux? Or should they try and get them a safe distance away?
There wasn’t any way Henley could walk by himself. Vicky would have to be carried. The odds of them making it without being heard, or seen, were slim, especially with Labeaux on the balcony. They would probably be safer in this room.
Gently laying her on the floor, Grant scooted to Henley. “Jack, let me help you.” He put Henley’s arm over his shoulder then lifted him enough to have him walk. He helped him sit on the floor near his wife. Henley leaned over and kissed her cheek, then gently rubbed a hand over her head. “Vicky,” he said quietly.
Grant squatted down. “Jack, we’re gonna have to leave you here while we take care of things.” Henley looked at him with bloodshot eyes, nodded, then immediately turned to his wife.
“Here. Take this,” Grant said, with his .45 laying in his palm. “It’s ready.”
Henley took the gun. “But how… ”
Grant slid the Uzi from around his side. “Don’t worry. I’m good,” he said, patting the weapon. “Look, Jack, I’m gonna shut the light off. We’ll signal you before we come back in.” He laid a reassuring hand on Henley’s shoulder.
Standing, he turned on his penlight before shutting off the overhead bulb. He went into the hallway, closing the door quietly.
Adler looked at him questioningly. Grant whispered into his throat mike. “They’re weak. Need to take care of business… quick.”
He no sooner got the words out when they snapped their heads toward the stairs. They both froze, hearing a door closing. There was the sound of footsteps. They rushed under the stairwell. Grant drew his K-bar.
It went quiet for a moment. Labeaux noticed there wasn’t any light shining under the door. He assumed the bulb finally burned out. He stepped off the last step and started toward the door.
Before he had time to react, a strong arm was around his throat, pressing so hard he thought his windpipe would disintegrate. He felt a cold blade against his cheek.
Adler immediately stepped in front of him, keeping his Uzi in full view. He patted the terrorist down. Pulling a Luger from Labeaux’s shoulder holster, Adler flipped on the safety then stuck it in his belt.
Grant backed up, taking Labeaux with him. When he was at the wall, he spun around, shoving Labeaux’s face into the concrete. Blood spurted from Labeaux’s nose.
Pressing his left hand against the back of Labeaux’s head, Grant leaned close, saying with his voice low, “Your IRA friends are dead, Labeaux. And the explosives? Well, we took care of them, too. And you can stop waiting for Webb.”
Labeaux struggled. Grant slammed his face into the wall again. “We can do this all night, but I don’t think your face is gonna enjoy it.”
As much as Grant wanted to end this guy’s existence, right here and now, bringing him in would be almost as satisfying. Then again, giving him up to the Libyans might feel just as good. And maybe even better.
But it was the plane that worried Grant… the Libyans’ plane. The word “fanatics” came to mind. What if they wanted to retaliate for a plan gone awry? What if they decided to “hit” the base, or Newquay, on their own? Even without a weapon, the damage and loss of life could be devastating.
There had to be a way to end it here. He signaled Adler closer, then whispered only a few words. Adler responded with a thumb’s up.
Labeaux ran his tongue across his lips, tasting blood, just as Grant swung him around. Adler slapped a piece of duct tape across Labeaux’s mouth. He ripped another larger piece, securing the terrorist’s arms behind his back. Grant motioned with his head. Adler took off.
Grant shoved Labeaux onto the floor, then stood next to him. The entire time they waited for Adler’s return, Labeaux would feel the K-bar’s cold, smooth blade sliding up and down his cheek.
For Grant, getting Labeaux out of this building and away from the Henleys was priority. If all shit broke loose, Jack and Vicky needed a chance to survive, and inside a reinforced concrete building might be the way.
Labeaux’s head was spinning. This couldn’t be happening! How was it possible?! Sweat rolled down his eyelids, stinging his eyes. These men were the two from the harbor. He was positive. And it had been the woman who gave him up. He should have had Aknin kill her and her husband the same way the detective was sliced. Now, there wasn’t any way for…
A sudden thought jolted him. Massi! There was still Massi and Aknin. Knowing the reputation and ability of those two gave him a faint glimmer of hope. Maybe it wasn’t over yet.
* * *
Aknin stood at the bottom of the planes’ steps with two rolled up sajadas (prayer rugs) under his arm. He allowed Massi to go ahead of him, then he followed. He stopped briefly in the doorway, looking back toward the building. Labeaux had been gone a long time… too long. But it had been quiet since he left. Perhaps he’d finally taken care of the annoying hostages once and for all.
He joined Massi in the cabin, then carefully and respectfully placed the sajadas in an overhead bin.
“Come, Razzag, sit,” Massi said. “Have some juice with me. We’ll discuss the upcoming event. It will be a glorious day.”
Outside, Grant took slow, careful sidesteps, walking parallel to the building, keeping his body behind Labeaux. His left hand had a firm grasp on the terrorist, while his right held the Uzi. The plane remained his center of attention. He knew Adler was already in position, with an unobstructed view.
Grant stopped. He jerked Labeaux closer. “Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?” Labeaux struggled. Escaping seemed impossible.
Grant shouted: “Massi!”
Both Libyans dropped their glasses. Aknin practically ejected himself from his chair, scrambling to get his Beretta from the counter. In one giant step he was near the door, backing up against the bulkhead. He pulled his dagger from its scabbard.
Massi stooped down, trying to see out the window. Finally, he spotted one, or possibly two men standing near the building. It was too dark to tell exactly how many there were, and no way to tell who they were.
“Aknin,” he whispered. Getting Aknin’s attention, he pointed out the window. “Possibly two men… near the building.”
Grant shoved Labeaux forward. “Labeaux’s here with me, Massi! He has something to tell you!”
Labeaux tried to run but Grant grabbed his arms, yanking him back. “I guess he’s lost his tongue! So, I’ll tell you! He’s fucked over you, Massi! The men and explosives don’t exist! You won’t be getting what he promised you! You can kiss your money good-bye, too!”
Aknin leaned out the door, aiming his Beretta in the direction of the voice.
“Wait!” Massi said, reaching for Aknin’s arm. Aknin lowered his gun.
Massi was beginning to wonder if he should believe this person. If he was being told the truth, the three governments had just lost fifteen million dollars. The plan, and his hiring of this terrorist mastermind, had been his idea, his suggestion. He could be blamed for its failure, and accused of taking the money.
Massi stroked his beard nervously. Why would Labeaux betray them? He never knew of Labeaux turning against any of his ‘employers’ in the past. Then again, maybe it wasn’t about the money after all. Labeaux probably had enough to last more than ten lifetimes.
There was only one reason he could think of. He and the Libyan government were being used by Labeaux for reasons unknown. And now, this person, who sounded to be an American, had taken away any chance for an attack, any chance to get their hands on a nuclear weapon. Massi’s head pounded with such intensity, he expected it to explode. Rage, pure rage raced through his body.
Holding his position — and Labeaux — Grant figured he’d given the Libyan enough time. “Massi!”
Massi pushed a surprised Aknin aside, then leaned toward the open doorway. “I want Labeaux!” he demanded.
A slow, satisfied grin spread across Grant’s face. “Sure! Sure you can have him, as long as you get your asses outta here! Go back to Libya, Massi! Explain to your boss what happened! Explain this to Masrata!”
Grant pushed Labeaux to the ground, face first, keeping a foot on his back. “Come and get him! And, by the way, in case you’re wondering… I didn’t come alone!”
Massi backed up and drew his pistol. He motioned for Aknin to get Labeaux.
Grant held his position over Labeaux as he saw the bulky figure of Razzag Aknin coming down the stairs. A side of Grant’s mouth curved up, watching Aknin looking around, trying to see if there was anyone else he had to worry about.
When Grant saw Aknin step off the last stair, he removed his foot from Labeaux and backed up to the building. He continued aiming the Uzi at the oncoming Libyan. He waited.
Labeaux rolled on the ground, unable to get to his feet. Guttural sounds escaped from his throat as he struggled, his eyes wide with fear and panic. His body bumped into something. Whatever it was… it moved.
Aknin finally stood over Labeaux, but kept staring at the figure near the building. It was too dark for facial recognition. He reached down, noticing something or someone wrapped in a cover of some kind. He looked up again at the American.
Grant said, “Take that package, too. It’s a traveling companion for Labeaux.”
Aknin reached down and jerked Labeaux to his feet. He looked one more time at the American, then bent down, and grabbed a loose section of tarp. He dragged it behind him, as he led Labeaux to the plane.
Grant could only shake his head. “That’s one big son of a bitch!” he said in barely a whisper.
He shouted to Aknin, “Tell Massi I want him out of here now! No waiting until daylight! Any problem with that, I can always call in air support to escort him and you outta here!”
Aknin stopped. Should he take the chance? His confidence in using his dagger and always winning his battles made him pause. He let go of the tarp and shoved Labeaux to the ground. He moved his hand to his dagger.
“Don’t even think it,” Grant said with his voice deep and menacing. The sound of him drawing back the Uzi’s action bolt added more incentive for the Libyan to leave.
Aknin jerked his head left, hearing a distinct sound of another weapon being made ready. Hesitating briefly, he reached for the tarp, and Labeaux, then started walking to the plane. At the bottom of the stairs, he let go of the tarp, then stayed behind Labeaux until they were inside the cabin. Pushing Labeaux to the floor, he went back outside to bring in the “package.”
Massi was standing over Labeaux when Aknin came in with the tarp-wrapped object. He pulled it off his shoulder, dropping it next to Labeaux.
Massi turned his head. “What’s that?”
Aknin shrugged his shoulders. “The American said it was a companion for Labeaux.”
Massi’s eyebrows came together as he questioned the statement. He removed his dagger from the scabbard, knelt down and felt along the tarp. He sliced it open, then stared into the terrified face of Colin Webb, the fool who was working with Labeaux.
“Sir, the American said we must leave now.”
Massi stood slowly. His eyes narrowed. “Now?! He’s ordering us to leave now?! Ordering us?!”
“Yes. He has threatened to call in air support, sir, if we do not.” Aknin waited briefly for a reply, then added, “Sir, I can probably take care of… ”
Massi slipped his dagger into the scabbard, then flopped down on a swivel chair, feeling defeated. “No, Aknin. Prepare for takeoff. I will join you in the cockpit shortly.”
Aknin gave a slight bow, then went to the exit door, looking back at the building. The American was still there, walking toward the plane, but keeping a safe distance. Aknin kept his eyes focused on Grant, as he pulled in the steps. Finally, he sealed the door. He stepped over Labeaux and went to the cockpit.
Massi got out of the chair, then stood close to Labeaux. Looking down at this man, he debated whether to kill him now or take him to Libya. Taking him to Libya seemed the better choice. Perhaps it would be the proof he needed to show the government officials he, and they, had been duped. Explaining all this to the Algerians and Syrians might be much more difficult. He had no doubt they’d be wanting a full refund.
But then, after all, he had “captured” one of the most famous, wanted terrorists in the world. Maybe that would be a way to retrieve the money. Victor Labeaux had a sizable price tag on his head.
Hearing the plane’s engines, he left Labeaux to think about his situation. He joined Aknin in the cockpit.
Grant kept his eyes on the plane, when Adler finally jogged over to him. “We good?” Adler asked.
“I assume we are.”
“We are very good!” Adler laughed, settling his eyes on the aircraft.
Just then they heard a voice. “Grant?”
Grant turned. “Jack. Are you all right?” He and Adler backed up, moving toward Henley, but they continued watching the aircraft.
Henley came around the corner, with the .45 in one hand, and the other hand braced against the building for support. “I’m okay,” he replied with relief in his voice. He turned his attention to the plane, now lining up for takeoff.
Grant raised the barrel of the Uzi, resting it against his shoulder. “How’s Vicky?”
“She still hasn’t come around, Grant. We need to get her to a hospital.”
Grant placed a hand on Henley’s shoulder. “We will. We’ve got the van parked down the road. Joe will drive it up here in a minute.”
The sound of the engines revving up once more drew the attention of the three men. Henley leaned against the building as Grant and Adler walked toward the runway, then stopped.
The plane’s bright lights lit up broken slabs of concrete as it began its roll. Within no time, it was in flight, leaving the airfield behind. Aknin slowly brought the craft on a course west, heading for Newquay Bay. Once over water, he’d turn south. The first refueling stop was hundreds of miles away.
Without saying a word, Adler jogged off to get the van. When they returned to the base, they’d contact Townsend. His men could retrieve Webb’s car.
Henley handed Grant the .45. “Is it really over?”
“Pretty much, Jack.” Grant gave Henley the canteen, then holstered his weapon. He hooked the canteen on his belt, then raised Henley’s arm and put it over his shoulder before taking one last look at the plane’s fading, red blinking lights.
He helped Henley into the room where Victoria was still laying unconscious. Hearing the van’s engine, Grant asked, “Jack, can you hold the door open?” Henley nodded. “I’ll carry Vicky out.” Lifting her gently, Grant cradled her against him then carried her to the van.
Adler stood by the open door, and taking Vicky’s limp body carefully from Grant’s arms, he placed her on the bench seat. Then, he offered a helping hand to Henley.
Grant got behind the steering wheel, and asked over his shoulder, “Jack, you want to take her to a local hospital, or airlift her to Mildenhall?” He put the van into gear and started driving.
“Mildenhall,” Henley replied.
St. Mawgan
On the way back to St. Mawgan, Adler used the radio to call Marine Lieutenant Colonel Donaldson, telling him the base could stand down. Next, he contacted Chief Becker. A chopper had to be ready for immediate takeoff.
A short time later, exhausted, hungry and glad it was over, Grant and Adler stood in the field behind EOD, watching the chopper lift off. They gave a quick salute to Henley, who was leaning against the open cargo bay door. He returned their salute.
When the chopper was no longer in sight, Grant slapped Adler on the back. “I know — you’re starving.”
Adler shook his head. “I don’t know if I’m more hungry or more tired.”
“That’s gotta be a first!” Grant laughed. “Come on. Promise you that after we call the admiral, we’ll do whichever you want. Deal?”
“Deal,” Adler yawned.
With their butts dragging, and looking like hell, the two walked into the EOD office. A roomful of men were waiting for them.
Chief Becker announced: “Attention on deck!” The men snapped to attention. Although not quite in unison, they said, “Morning, sirs!”
Adler nodded as Grant replied, “Morning, gentlemen. As you were.”
Chief Becker stepped forward. “Captain, we’re all wondering, but will Commander and Mrs. Henley be all right, sir?”
“I’m sure they will be, Chief. Mildenhall’s got some pretty sharp doctors.”
Grant reached for the doorknob to Henley’s office, when Becker stopped him. “Uh, sir, we realize we don’t know the whole story, but what we’re really wondering is if… if the commander… ” Becker was having a difficult time getting the words out. From the overheard conversations that went on in Henley’s office, Becker was concerned.
“Don’t worry, Chief. We’ll try our damnedest to see he gets through this.” He gave Becker’s shoulder a tap.
“Thank you, sirs.”
Grant and Adler went into the office. Adler collapsed on a chair near the desk. Grant stretched his arms overhead, and slowly walked to the window. “Almost daylight, Joe,” he commented looking toward the horizon. He turned, seeing Adler already asleep, with his head resting on the desk.
Sitting on the swivel chair, Grant rubbed his tired eyes then reached for the phone and dialed. He put his head back, and nearly dozed off, when he heard, “Torrinson residence.”
He bolted up, shaking his head. “Sir, it’s Grant.”
Newquay
Monday
1030 Hours GMT
Grant pulled into the parking lot of CID. Taking his keys from the ignition, he turned to Adler. “Awake yet?”
“That sure was a helluva short night,” Adler replied, yawning.
“Come on. We’ll talk with Townsend, then drive down to Porthgwarra to say goodbye to Chaz.”
“Chaz? Oh, you mean the dive guy.”
“Yeah. We’ll stop for breakfast, or lunch, on the way.”
“Sounds good.”
Getting out of the MG, Adler zipped up his jacket and looked overhead. “I’m still waiting.”
Grant stood near the front of the car. “For what?”
“The sun! It’s gotta be there somewhere!” Adler said, pointing at a heavily overcast sky.
“Let’s go. Townsend’s waiting for us.”
Chief Inspector Townsend gave a quick wave seeing the two men approaching. “Gentlemen,” he said opening the door.
“Morning, sir,” Grant said. “Sorry we’re late. Sort of had a late night.”
Townsend motioned with his arm. “You know where the conference room is.”
Once they were settled around the conference table, Townsend said, “Captain, tell me what happened.”
Grant filled in all the details from the time they left Detective Sergeant Moore’s body at the hospital to finding the Henleys.
Townsend stopped taking notes somewhere after Grant described locating Webb. When Grant finally finished talking, there was silence in the room until Townsend commented, “Quite an evening for both of you gentlemen.”
“Yes, sir. It sure as hell was,” Grant answered.
Townsend scooted forward on his chair and picked up a sheet of paper, perusing it briefly. “A report came in during the night. It seems there was another explosion, only this one apparently was in mid-air. A Shackleton spotted some small pieces of wreckage several miles off the coast, south of here. The lifeboat from Padstow was sent out to investigate and to search for possible survivors.” He looked at Grant, then Adler. Both men sat without expression. “The debris apparently was from a light aircraft. Oh, by the way. No survivors were found.”
Grant leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table, intertwining his fingers. He gave Adler a quick look before he responded. “You can’t possibly think that was the plane taking ‘our friends’ back to the Middle East, do you, sir? I mean, that’d be one helluva shame. They were such nice folks.”
Townsend hadn’t smiled much during his encounters with these two, but this time he couldn’t hold back. He slid the report into a folder. “Guess we’ll probably never know, Captain, but I guess we can close the file on this Labeaux caper.”
“The file will be closed, sir, correct?” Grant asked in all seriousness.
“I can assure you. Once I finish my report, it will be.”
“Thank you, sir.” Grant stood and pushed in his chair. “If that’s all, sir, I think we’ll go. We’re heading down to Porthgwarra to say goodbye to a friend.”
“Good diving down there,” Townsend commented.
“I managed a few dives before the, uh, interruption, sir. It is spectacular. If you ever want to dive, I can recommend Chaz Davis. He’s got a dive shop and boat.”
“I’ll keep him in mind.” Townsend came around the table, extending a hand to Adler, then to Grant. “Gentlemen, it’s been a pleasure. Hope you can visit our lovely country again.”
“I hope we can, sir,” Grant replied.
Townsend walked with them to the parking lot. As they settled in the car, he leaned toward the open window. “When will you be leaving Newquay?”
“Early tomorrow morning, sir. Our flight is scheduled to leave Mildenhall in the afternoon.”
Townsend extended his hand again, which Grant grasped firmly. “Fair winds, gentlemen.”
Newquay
Tuesday
0500 Hours
His internal clock brought him out of a sound sleep at 0500 hours. Laying on his back, with his left leg hanging over the edge of the bed, Grant slowly opened his eyes. Trying to get his bearings, he rubbed his eyes then blinked a couple of times. Morning light was showing through a space between the curtains.
The soft sound of her breathing and warmth of her body made him turn his head. She had her back to him, her body covered with a sheet and blanket. Her brown hair was no longer in a braid, but fell loosely on the pillow.
Smiling briefly, Grant carefully eased himself out of bed, then picked up his clothes from the side chair. He felt around the floor for his shoes before remembering he left them by the couch in the living room the night before. Walking from the bedroom, he closed the door quietly behind him.
Draping his clothes over the couch, he picked up his trousers, stepped into them, then buckled his belt. He went to the window and pulled a curtain to the side, just enough to let in some light. He leaned toward the window, looking overhead. The beginning of the day was starting with light cloud cover, but there was a glimmer of sunlight on the horizon. Finally, no fog, and no rain.
A small B&B across the street and one block down, still had a light on its sign above the door. A small white delivery truck stopped in front. The driver got out and put a small wooden crate in front of the door. He returned to the truck then drove away.
Walking back to the couch, Grant noticed the two wine glasses and empty bottle of Riesling on the coffee table. The bouquet of flowers he bought still looked and smelled fresh. He put on his T-shirt before taking the glasses to the kitchen sink.
Walking barefooted to the small bathroom, he had just enough time to splash some cold water on his face and swish some around in his mouth.
After tying the laces of his sneakers, he put on his jacket. With one more glance at the bedroom, he decided to leave a note. He clicked the top of the ballpoint then reached for a napkin on the coffee table.
He wrote:
Abigail,
Didn’t want to wake you, but I had to get on the road early; have a long drive to London. Had a great time last night! Enjoyed meeting your friends.
Take care of yourself.
Grant

He looked around for a place to leave the note, then laid it next to an electric tea kettle on the counter where she was bound to see it.
Grabbing his baseball cap from the coat rack by the door, he quietly left the flat.
During his drive to the base, he thought about Abigail Hall. Their brief encounter left him wondering if he’d ever be able to settle down. There’d been a number of women in his life since Jenny. But losing her, without being able to see or talk with her before she died, left a feeling of guilt that kept interfering with his life. Maybe he needed to talk to Dr. Freud.
Fifteen minutes later he pulled in front of the barracks, seeing Adler standing near the door with one foot propped on a bench. He gave Grant a quick two finger salute.
Grant put the car in neutral, set the hand brake, and got out. As he walked toward Adler, he said, “Aren’t you the early bird!”
“No more than you!” He bent down and picked up his rucksack, adjusted it on his shoulder before lifting a small leather satchel and his wetsuit bag. As Grant reached down for his own gear, Adler said, “I take it you said your goodbyes.”
Walking to the MG, Grant nodded. “Yeah. Hey, didn’t have time to ask you, but how are you and Beth making out?”
Adler dropped his gear behind the car. “We aren’t. She decided to move on.”
“Jesus, Joe. I’m sorry to hear that. You think both of us might need to talk with the good ‘doctor’?” Grant asked, flashing a grin.
Adler was temporarily stumped, then it dawned on him. “We’d probably have our own chapter!”
Grant unlocked the trunk then lifted the lid.
Adler looked inside the small space. “You think all our shit’s gonna fit in there?”
“We can be imaginative in packing, unless, of course, you’d rather wait for another chopper.”
“Hell, no! I wouldn’t pass up the chance driving with you ‘hell bent for leather’ along the hedgerows!” He dropped his wetsuit bag in the trunk. “How the hell long’s this trip?”
“About seven hours, depending on speed and wind direction!” Putting the last bag in the trunk, Grant closed the lid.
“Captain! Lieutenant!” Chief Becker called, being followed by the EOD team.
Grant and Adler stepped away from the MG. “What’s up, Chief?” Grant asked.
“We just wanted to say good-bye, sirs, and thank you.”
Both officers shook each man’s hand. Grant said, “Appreciate it, Chief, men. Listen, if you’re ever in D.C., look us up, okay?”
“Yes, sir!” Becker replied, smiling.
“Guess we’d better hit the road,” Grant said, opening the door.
“Well, I’ll be damned!” Adler proclaimed.
“What?”
Reaching inside his jacket, Adler took out a pair of sunglasses. “My last day here, and the freakin’ sun finally makes an appearance!”
Grant laughed as he got in the car. “Told you the rain was your fault!”
Adler slammed the door. “Just drive! And stay away from those damn hedgerows!”

Chapter 23

NIS
Wednesday
0645 Hours
Grant drove his black ’74 Vette sports coupe into the NIS parking lot. He pulled into a parking space marked: Special Operations Officer. Grabbing his cap off the seat, he got out. He gave his service dress whites a quick inspection before putting on his cap. Instinctively, he adjusted it so the brim was one and a half inches above his eyebrows.
As he walked to the main door, he gave his submariner a quick glance. Then he heard a familiar sound — the rumbling engine of Adler’s ’67 red Mustang pulling up next to him.
“Mornin’, skipper!”
Grant managed a quick two finger salute before Adler drove off looking for a parking space. Within a minute, he was jogging toward Grant.
Grant asked, “New uniform?”
Adler looked down. “What? This old thing?”
“And I see you had breakfast.”
“Huh?” Adler glanced at his uniform shirt, picked off two crumbs, then popped them into his mouth. “Biscuit remnants.”
They took the elevator then made the walk down the hallway, approaching the office of Rear Admiral Torrinson, prepared to present their case.
“Captain Stevens! Lieutenant Adler! Welcome back, sirs!” Zach greeted the two, as he came around his desk.
“How ya doing, Zach?” Grant smiled, extending a hand to the petty officer.
“I’m good, sir. Guess you haven’t heard, but I’ve got new orders.”
“Jesus, Zach! Has it been that long?”
“Afraid so, sir,” Zach answered as he shook Adler’s hand.
Grant said, “I know the admiral’s gonna miss you. Where you headed?”
“Pacific fleet, sir; the Preston.” He decided to leave it up to Torrinson to break his own news to the captain and lieutenant.
“No kidding?! We know it well,” Grant laughed. He gave the petty office a slight jab to the shoulder. “Just be careful when you’re walking on all those acres of sovereign U.S. territory!” Grant referred to the carrier’s flight deck.
“Yes, sir. I will. Oh, there’s some fresh coffee and donuts, sirs,” he said, indicating with a tilt of his head.
Adler answered, “Think I’ll hold off, Zach. But save me one or two jelly-filled, okay?”
Yes, sir. Uh, sirs, the admiral’s in his office. He’s waiting for you.”
“Okay, Zach. Talk with you later.”
The two officers tucked their caps under their left arms, then Grant knocked on the door. “Sir.”
Torrinson came from behind his desk. “Come on in, gentlemen!”
They walked in and stepped closer to Torrinson, bracing at attention. “Morning, sir,” they said simultaneously.
Torrinson walked to them with his hand extended. “At ease! Good to have you back, Grant, Joe.”
“Good to be back, sir,” Grant replied, smiling.
“Sit! Sit!” Torrinson said, motioning toward two chairs. “How about some coffee?”
“Not for me, sir. Thanks,” Grant responded.
“None for me, sir,” Adler said, hoping Torrinson didn’t hear his stomach growling.
Torrinson sat on the corner of his desk, then reached for a cup of coffee. “Well, Grant, how’d you enjoy your R&R, what there was of it anyway?”
“Great diving, sir. It’s a beautiful place… the water and country.” Grant lowered his head briefly, and then he looked up at Torrinson, thinking there was no sense in delaying. “Sir, can we talk about Commander Henley?”
“Of course.” Torrinson went behind his desk, then sat in his swivel chair. He looked at Grant. “Go ahead.”
“Well, sir, you and I had a discussion about Jack and his behavior, sir. I’d be the first one to admit that he really had me concerned. But Joe and I came to the conclusion that it was because of Mrs. Henley. In all likelihood, she confronted Webb about his being IRA, sir, then she told Jack.
“That’s when Webb, and most probably Labeaux, threatened her and then Jack, sir. Labeaux was afraid that one or both of them would report Webb’s association with the IRA. He couldn’t take that risk and have that possibly happen. That’s why they were taken hostage, sir.
“The commander was beaten. Mrs. Henley probably suffered emotional damage.” Grant pictured Victoria in his mind as he continued. “Sir, she wasn’t responding when we found her, almost as if she were in a coma. She’s gonna need some kind of treatment, Admiral.” Grant was almost pleading his case. “Sir, all they were doing was trying to protect each other.”
Torrinson pushed his coffee cup aside. He looked at Grant through narrowed eyes. “That’s not good enough, Grant. Commander Henley had a responsibility to come forward with information. That’s no excuse. And you know it.”
Torrinson rested his forearms on his desk, clasping his hands together. “I think I know where you’re headed, so answer this: Just how do you explain how Webb got the information? How and who got it for him, Grant? Explain.”
“What information, sir?”
“The informa… ” Torrinson’s brow wrinkled. “Grant.”
“Sir, Joe and I are willing to say it was Carter and Webb who were the only ones working for Labeaux. That connection was made through Callum Quinn, sir. As far as everyone’s concerned, the Henleys were taken hostage, and only because of their association with Webb… and because Jack was EOD.”
“Look,” Torrinson replied, “I appreciate what you’re both trying to do, but don’t forget the letter.”
Both officers remained quiet. Torrinson moved his eyes back and forth between the two. “Gentlemen?”
Grant finally spoke. “Sir, we never saw the actual documents supposedly passed. It’s possible Webb supplied his own details on the layout of the base, and even info on flight procedures. The only thing he couldn’t get himself was the daily schedule and type of weapons being delivered. My personal opinion, sir, is that Carter didn’t know it was Webb who put the package at the drop site. Labeaux and Webb only needed Carter for one reason — to drive. Carter was just in it for the money.”
Torrinson processed what Grant was saying, as he rocked back and forth in his chair. “So, what you’re saying is, there isn’t any letter.”
Again silence.
Adler finally spoke up. “One more important note, sir, and maybe the most important, is that all the bad guys are sorta dead.”
Torrinson could only shake his head. “Sort of dead, Joe?”
“Dead, sir. Yes, sir.”
“Very dead, sir,” Grant added.
Torrinson gave a brief nod. “I’ll file my report with the Secretaries. But are you both sure about this?”
Both officers answered in unison, “Yes, sir.”
Torrinson searched their faces, looking for any indication of hesitancy in what they were agreeing to. “All right, gentlemen. Now, do you know how long the Henleys will remain at Mildenhall, Grant?”
Grant shook his head. “No, sir. We were going to call the hospital before our flight, but we ran out of time. One other note, sir. We’re positive the EOD team will confirm our report, sir.”
Torrinson nodded slowly before asking, “Did the commander have any idea you’d be making this proposal as to how and why this all went down?”
“No, sir. All I told him was we’d do everything to see him through this, sir, and help him all we could.”
“Very well. Oh, have you filled in your ‘dance cards’ yet?” Torrinson asked. A “dance card” is an AAR, an After Action Report.
“Not yet, sir. We wanted to talk with you first. We’ll go to my office when we’re through here.”
Torrinson swallowed a last mouthful of cold coffee, then got up and came around his desk. “Then, I think it’s time to move on. Grant, Joe, I guess Zach told you he’s got new orders.”
“Yes, sir. He did. And to the Preston!” Suddenly, Grant’s brow furrowed. “Are you leaving, sir?”
Adler looked at Grant then at Torrinson. “You’re leaving, sir?”
“I am. I also have orders to the Preston.”
“How do you feel about that, sir, if I may ask?”
“Of course you can, Grant.” Torrinson walked away, not even sure how to answer. He came back to the two officers. “NIS has been my perfect job. There’s no way I’ll ever forget a single minute I’ve spent here.” Lowering his voice, and in all seriousness, he said, “You two have made it special. You know that, don’t you?”
Grant tried to lighten the moment, as he pointed at Torrinson. “We do know we’re responsible for some of those gray hairs, sir.”
Torrinson dropped his head back and laughed. “Something to remember you by!”
“When will you be reporting to the carrier, sir?”
“Mrs. Torrinson’s convinced me to take some leave, so I won’t be reporting until the third week in September.”
Grant glanced at Adler before asking, “Sir, would you mind if Joe and I got some coffee?”
“Let me have Zach get it for you,” Torrinson responded, starting to reach for the intercom.
Grant and Adler stood, laying their caps upside down on the chairs. “That’s okay, sir. We’ll get it.”
Torrinson nodded, watching his two favorite operators leave the office. He knew they weren’t going just for the coffee. He walked over to the window then waited.
A few minutes later there was knock at the door, and Torrinson said, “Come.”
Grant and Adler entered and stood at parade rest. Torrinson kept his back to them. Grant spoke. “Sir, since you won’t be leaving NIS for at least another couple of weeks, Joe and I would like to take some leave, just for a few days.”
Torrinson walked near his two men, standing in front of them, looking into their eyes. “The Navy wouldn’t know what to do without you two.”
“Sir, after Germany, you know I almost had to ‘hang it up,’” Grant said.
Torrinson’s eyes narrowed. “Grant, are you still having physical issues?”
“Every now and then, sir, but guess I might have overdone it during this last op. I’m planning on getting checked out at Bethesda, sir.”
“Good. Good.” Then Torrinson turned to Adler. “And you, Joe… you thinking the same?”
“I don’t know, sir. The Navy’s been my life since I was sixteen. But I think once in awhile, especially at this time in life, it’s good to step back and reexamine things. Hope you understand, sir.”
“Of course, I do, Joe.” He thought briefly, and wondered if it would make any difference, whether it would help them make a decision if he added further comments. “I probably don’t have to remind either of you that you’re both due for promotions.
“Joe, making lieutenant commander would be a wonderful achievement for a ‘Mustang.’” A ‘Mustang’ refers to an enlisted person who came up through the ranks.
“And Grant, I can see ‘rear admiral’ in your future, and probably sooner than you’d think.”
Grant let out a slow breath through tight lips, uncertain how to reply. “Hope you don’t take this the wrong way, sir, and no disrespect, but I don’t know if that’s what I’m cut out for, sir.”
As it turned out, Torrinson wasn’t surprised in the least to hear Grant’s response. Grant Stevens was a covert operator, a man who belonged in the field, whether or not it was with the U.S. Navy.
“I guess time will tell, Grant.” He decided he’d said enough. “Look, have Zach prepare your leave papers. Go do your thinking, and I’ll see you back here next week.”
Grant and Adler came to attention. “Thank you, sir.”
“All right, gentlemen. Dismissed.”
* * *
After turning in the AARs, the two friends walked out of NIS. Putting on their caps, they stood outside the building, remaining quiet.
Adler finally asked, “You want some company when you go to Bethesda?”
“Thanks, Joe, but I’ll be okay.”
“You gonna hang around D.C. when you’re through at the hospital?”
Grant lifted his aviator sunglasses from his pocket, enjoying the feel of warm sunshine on his face. “Think I’ll drive up to the Blue Ridge. There’s a campground that rents small cabins. Might be a good place to take in some quiet time. You going to see your dad?”
“Yeah. I haven’t seen him in awhile. Hey! Why don’t you come with me? I know he’d really like to see you. Come on, skipper! The fishing’s great this time of year!”
Grant put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Appreciate it, Joe, but we’ve got decisions to make.
“Well, if you change your mind, you’ve got his number, right?”
“Tucked in my wallet.”
“What now?”
It was time to modify their thought process, if only briefly. Grant started walking to the Vette, digging his keys out of his pocket. “Now, Joe? How about we pick up some flowers, then go pay Grigori and Alexandra an overdue visit?”
“Who’s that? Oh, you mean Uri and Natasha!”
Just then, they heard the door to NIS open. They swung around. Zach held the door, as he called, “Captain Stevens! Lieutenant Adler! You’ve gotta come back to the office, sirs!” Without saying another word, he turned and ran to the elevator.
Grant and Adler immediately broke into a run. “What?! What the hell is it, Zach?!” Grant shouted.
The petty officer was already standing at the elevator, punching a button, when Grant anxiously said, “Zach! Tell us!”
“It’s a call from St. Mawgan, sir. A Chief Becker’s on the line!”
* * *
Torrinson’s office was as quiet as a tomb. The three officers were at a loss for words. Torrinson leaned against his desk, with his arms folded tightly across his chest. He realized this was one of those times he had to give his two men a chance to let their emotions play out. As he walked toward his office door, he finally broke the silence. “Gentlemen, I want you to use this room as if it were yours. Speak your minds. Talk it out. I’ll be in the outer office.” He left.
Adler paced back and forth, keeping his head down, occasionally wiping his eyes. Grant sat on the edge of the couch, shaking his head as he stared at nothing. Leaning forward, he rubbed his hands briskly together, part in anger, part in frustration. But he mostly questioned why?
Why couldn’t they have rescued the Henleys sooner? If they had, maybe Victoria would still be alive.
He abruptly got off the couch, ready to toss something against a wall, saying under his breath, “Goddammit!” He pounded his fist against his forehead, until Adler grabbed his hand.
“Skipper! Look at me!”
Grant stared into the familiar blue eyes, as he pulled his hand away. “What, Joe? You gonna tell me it’s all part of the job? That I should be used to this ‘game’ we play? Well, I’m not used to it! Maybe I don’t give a damn about my job anymore!” Before Adler could respond, Grant asked, “What about you? Don’t give me any bullshit and tell me you’re not tired of it.”
Adler knew the anger wasn’t directed at him, but it wasn’t like Grant to talk this way, especially to him. “No bullshit, skipper. And, yeah, I’m tired of it. But it doesn’t always turn out like this, does it? You’ve gotta remember the POWs. We got them home last op, didn’t we?”
For a brief moment Grant backed away, as his anger subsided. He pictured the five men and their expressions when they learned they were finally going home.
But then he leaned toward Adler again, saying with his voice low and eyes narrowed, “And what about Tony? You remember him. He died trying to save my ass, didn’t he?”
“Yeah, he did. But don’t bullshit me and say you wouldn’t have done the same for him! Hell! Look what you did to save all of us! We were able to get our asses outta East Germany because of you!”
Grant’s shoulders went slack. His voice became calm. But still, he questioned. “Jesus Christ, Joe. Just tell me why the hell we do this?”
“Why, skipper? It’s in our DNA.”
Jamming his hands into his back pockets, Grant turned away from his friend, saying softly, “Yeah, well, maybe it’s time to alter my DNA.”
Torrinson stood by the counter near Zach’s desk, ignoring the aroma of coffee. Neither he nor his yeoman spoke, but occasionally looked toward the office door. Torrinson’s concern was that both his men were about to make a critical, life-changing decision. The outcome of this last op could be all that was needed to push one or both of them out of the Navy.
Voices coming from behind the door suddenly went silent. He walked into his office and closed the door. “Grant. Joe.”
Grant had his head down, swiping fingers across his eyes. He and Adler braced at attention, both of them staring straight ahead.
With his fists clenched by his side, Grant cleared his throat before speaking. “Sir, I apologize. I wasway out of line. I regret letting it happen, sir.”
Adler spoke quietly. “Me, too, sir.”
“As you were, gentlemen.” The two men complied, standing at parade rest. “I told you both to treat this room as yours. And, Grant, what happened just now? You were not out of line.
“Don’t either of you think for one minute that during my career I haven’t had those same thoughts and questions, or haven’t voiced my opinions to my superiors… and sometimes quite emphatically. We’re humans, not damn supermen without any compassion.
“Look, every mission comes with risk, and not just for you. You both know that. Mrs. Henley made a choice, whether or not she thought it was right at the time. She put herself in danger, then dragged her husband into the quagmire. I believe her decision to take her life was made from the beginning when she realized there wasn’t any way out.
“And as far as Commander Henley resigning his commission, well, he recognized he’d made a mistake. He probably blamed himself for allowing the situation to get out of control, and then for his wife’s fateful decision.”
Torrinson placed a comforting hand on Grant’s shoulder. The two officers stared into each other’s eyes, as Torrinson said, “No, Captain, you and Joe successfully completed that mission. God only knows how many lives you saved.
“But you went beyond that mission when you were willing to stand up for the commander. In my opinion, that was just as big of a risk, all things considered.”
He took a step back, clasping his hands behind him, as if at parade rest. His gaze went back and forth between the two men. “Grant, Joe, if and when the time comes for you to leave this man’s Navy, remember… once a SEAL, always a SEAL.”
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