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Leopold Blake returns…



 

Nick Stephenson's best selling Leopold Blake thriller series is back with a brand new installment by Gordon Hopkins.



 

A sniper sets his sights on a crowd of innocents. A bomber targets New York City landmarks. Even Leopold Blake isn't safe from terrorists, despite the best efforts of his stoic bodyguard, Jerome. Are these lone wolf attacks or is there a guiding force behind them? Leopold and Sargent Mary Jordan are determined to find out.



Terror isn't cheap. Leopold knows someone is funding the terrorists but where is the money coming from?



In San Francisco, insurance companies are being scammed out of hundreds of thousands of dollars. Bremler Mutual sends their best investigator to root out the thieves. Gil DiMauro uncovers the plot but there is one question he can't answer: what happened to all the money?



Leopold chases the mastermind of this plot across the county, heading for a showdown that may get him and many others killed.




 



For Rose
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PROLOGUE: AFGHANISTAN


It was a never-ending battle against the sand, and the sand always won.

The sand was omnipresent. The sand found its way into the cave and everything in the cave. It was in the food, the clothing, the bedding. The sand turned everything yellow. Even the burqas worn by Ahmed’s wives were more yellow than black. On day two in the cave, Ahmed had instructed his wives to put up a curtain to hold back the unstoppable tide of yellow. It had been a wasted effort.

Three days Ahmed had spent in this cave, like a rat in a hole in the desert, hiding from the heat. Three days was long enough. There would not be a fourth, Ahmed told himself. If Fayek did not arrive today, he told himself, he would leave.

No. It wasn’t true. Ahmed would not leave. He could not leave. If Fayek did not bring the guns, he could not return home. If Fayek made him wait another three days or a month or a year, Ahmed would have to sit in his hole in the ground and wait.

Was that an engine he heard? He pushed aside the useless curtain and peered into the blinding desert. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the light. Yes, it was true. He saw a truck maneuver across the dunes with a trailer bouncing behind.

Finally.

Ahmed climbed down the hillside with as much dignity as he could muster while trying not to fall. He shook hands with Fayek warmly and invited him into the cave to receive payment.

Fayek was not happy with what he saw behind the curtain. “You agreed we would meet alone.” He spoke in English so that the women would not understand.

Ahmed thought the precaution unnecessary, but also spoke English to oblige. “But we are alone, my friend.” Realizing Fayek was glaring at the women, he added, “Surely you didn’t expect me to stay in this hole with no one to cook or clean for me. I only brought four of my wives. I am living like a poor man in this wilderness because you asked me to.”

In fact, Ahmed wasn’t just living like a poor man, he was a poor man. Some ill-considered business decisions had left him with virtually nothing. The guns would change that. He could easily turn the small profit from their sale into a fortune once again.

Fayek waited impatiently. He did not have to wait long for his payment.

The women were huddled together as far from the men as they could be in the cave. Ahmed commanded, “Nasrin.” One of the black-clad figures stood up.

“I hope you are not thinking of paying me with women.” Fayek smirked. These days, guns are far more valuable than women.”

At that moment, the woman’s burqa billowed outward as the gun she held beneath fired. Fayek fell to the floor, a bullet in his chest. He was dead in moments.

Ahmed smiled at Nasrin, the youngest, brightest, and most beautiful of all his wives. She was the only one he could have trusted with such a task. Only her eyes were visible through the slit in the black fabric. He peered into them and saw something he had not seen before. Something that frightened him.

The burqa billowed again as another bullet tore through the fabric and struck Ahmed in the head. He joined his conspirator, dead on the floor.

Nasrin would have preferred to shoot him in the belly and watch him die a slow death, but she didn’t want too much blood on his clothing. Ahmed’s other wives, now widows, shrieked and wailed. Nasrin stamped a foot on the ground to silence them. Nasrin had nothing but contempt for them. They deserved to be treated like cattle. They were cattle.

But not Nasrin. She was destined for greater things. She pulled off her burqa and then stripped her late husband. Fayek had agreed to come alone. Ahmed took him at his word, but Nasrin knew better.

He lied.


***




Outside, two young men - boys, really - lay buried in a sand dune with rifles pointing at the cave. They were nearly invisible, letting the ever-shifting sands provide natural camouflage. They were anxious and waiting for the signal to act.

A man in a flowing robe and keffiyeh appeared. It was Ahmed. They could not see his face at this distance, but it must be him. The boys were tempted to shoot, but Fayek had been adamant: Do not kill him unless he tries to take the guns. Ahmed did not. Instead, bafflingly, he unhooked the trailer, climbed into Fayek’s truck, and drove off.

Unsure what to do, the boys lay in the sand, waiting for Fayek to reappear. He did not. Eventually, they climbed down from the dune, brushed the sand off as best they could, and climbed up into the cave.

They found Fayek lying dead next to a naked, lifeless Ahmed, and three screaming women.


PART ONE: NEW YORK


CHAPTER ONE


“I’m sorry, Ali. We just want different things. You aren’t the man I thought you were. Please don’t call me again.”

Ali sobbed and played the message again.

“I’m sorry, Ali. We just want different things. You aren’t the man I thought you were. Please don’t call me again.”

An electronic voice spoke, “To delete this message, press ‘one’. To save this message, press ‘two’. To replay this message, press ‘three’.”

Ali’s finger hovered over the “One” button. Instead, he pressed “Three” again.

“I’m sorry, Ali. We just want different things. You aren’t the man I thought you were. Please don’t call me again.”

Ali wiped tears from his eyes. How could someone like her ever love someone like him? He pressed “Three” again.

“I’m sorry, Ali. We just want different things. You aren’t the man I thought you were. Please don’t call me again.”

She’s right, Ali thought. I’m not the man she thought I was. I’m not a man at all. But I can fix that. I’ll show her I’m a real man. He pressed “Three” again.

“I’m sorry, Ali. We just want different things. You aren’t the man I thought you were. Please don’t call me again.”

I’ll show her how much I love her, he told himself as he loaded the gun.


CHAPTER TWO


The Green Eye Hotel was located on Fourteenth Street in Manhattan, overlooking Union Square. It wasn’t the cheapest hotel on Union Square, but it wasn’t the most expensive, either. It wasn’t elegant enough for the top-dollar industry chiefs and celebrity clientele that usually frequented places like the Plaza. But it wasn’t exactly Motel 6 either.

Instead, The Green Eye catered to mid-range tourists and business travelers looking for something trendy, but not too expensive. The blinking-eye logo had a vaguely retro, hippyish look, and the hotel’s funky decor was offbeat enough to appeal to the hipster crowd. The lobby had red and gold curtains, and neon lights located at peculiar angles, casting pink, blue, and orange shimmers across the floor.

Ali approached the front desk carrying two large suitcases. “I have a reservation under the name ‘Nasir.’”

“Yes, sir,” an efficient young woman behind the desk said as she tapped away at a computer. “You have room five-oh-four.”

“The fifth floor?” Ali said, a little disappointed. “I was hoping to get something higher.”

“Higher?”

“Yes. My wife will be joining me later this evening. It’s our anniversary, you see, and I want everything to be perfect. It’ seems a shame to stay in New York City and not take advantage of the most famous skyline in the world.” He smiled.

“Let me see what I can do.” The young woman’s fingers flew across the keyboard at warp speed. “Well, we do have a deluxe room with a king bed on the nineteenth floor with a Union Square view. However, it’s an additional one-hundred and twenty dollars a night.”

“That sounds perfect.” Ali set down his luggage and handed the young woman his credit card. He had barely enough left on his card to cover the difference. It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t be using it again.

“Would you like some champagne delivered to your room when she arrives or perhaps some chocolates?”

Ali was about to say no but then thought better of it. “Champagne would be perfect. Deliver it at six.”

“And how about a card?”

“Let’s keep it simple, shall we? Write, ‘For Rose’ on the card.”

“Very good, sir.” The woman finished with his reservation and handed Ali his room key. “Enjoy your stay.”

“Thanks. I will.” Ali scooped up his bags and headed for the elevators. The days when bellhops in uniforms with shiny buttons and those silly round hats would rush to take a guest’s luggage were long gone, at least in all but the highest-end hotels. Ali was glad for that. He didn’t want anyone else handling his bags.

Once he arrived at his assigned room, he slipped the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign over the doorknob and locked the door.

He dropped his suitcases onto the bed and tried the window. It only opened three inches. No matter. He would just have to break it. He looked down into the square. Nineteen floors was a little too high, but it couldn’t be helped. He had asked for a higher floor for a nice view. He couldn’t change accommodation now. What reason would he give? I wanted a nice view, but not that nice.

Fortunately, and as anticipated, the weekly farmers’ market had opened up to record crowds. There were throngs of people crushing together in the square below. Even at this distance, he wouldn’t have trouble hitting his targets.

Especially with the ordnance he had brought.

Ali opened the first suitcase. The AK-47 inside measured thirty-five inches long without the bayonet, which Ali didn’t have or need anyway. Diagonally, it just barely fit. The rest of the space held a can of gasoline - wrapped in plastic so the smell wouldn’t give him away - and some glass jars and rags. Ali opened the second case. It was packed in an identical manner: AK-47, gasoline, jars, and rags. Ali had been shocked at how easy it was for him to obtain a pair of Mikhail Kalashnikov’s famous guns, especially in New York City and, most surprisingly for a man like Ali, considering he knew next to nothing about buying illegal firearms.

Ali felt his hands shake and realized he hadn’t eaten anything in twenty-four hours. The nerves had made him sick to his stomach. He took a candy bar from the minibar and ate it slowly and purposefully. He told himself he was procrastinating. He ate another candy bar, this one slower still. His last supper.

Come on, Ali. You are just delaying what has to be done.

He looked at tiny bottles of vodka and gin and thought about opening one. He hadn’t had a drink in weeks. Surely, one couldn’t hurt.

No, he decided. Aside from anything else, he needed his wits about him. Once he started, he would have to act fast.

Ali took out the jars and filled them with gasoline. He screwed on the lids, and stuffed the rags into holes punched into the lids earlier. He lined them up on the floor next to the window. Next, he pulled out the guns, already loaded and ready to go, and leaned them against the wall by the window.

Thankfully, the bed was not bolted to the floor. He dragged the bed across the room and propped the frame and mattress upright against the door. He then took every loose piece of furniture, chairs, desk, even the trash can, and piled everything up in front of the only entrance. The barricade wouldn’t stop anyone from entering the room if they really wanted to, but it would slow them down substantially. He dumped the remaining gasoline over the barricade of furniture.

Ali went back to the window and picked up one of the guns, making certain it was loaded and ready. He looked out the window and stared down into the square for a long time. The crowds of people wandered slowly across the plaza, meandering from stall to stall, carrying bags of produce. Content. Oblivious.

It’s time, Ali told himself. He smashed the window with the butt of the AK.

At this height, no one heard the window breaking. At least, not until the shower of glittering shards landed in the street. Ali saw maybe half a dozen faces staring up at him.

He fired. It was impossible to aim and hit a single target from his awkward vantage point, but enough people were clustered together that if Ali simply sprayed bullets it was inevitable that he would hit a few.

Four went down immediately. Ali couldn’t hear the screams over the wind, but he knew they were there. People scattered in all directions, many clustering together in small groups as they fled. Ali aimed for these groups.

Five. Six. Seven.

One of the figures he hit was small. It was difficult to tell from this distance, but Ali was certain it was a child, no older than ten.

Excellent. Dead children produced exponentially more outrage.

Eight.

It was getting harder to find viable targets. There were relatively few still in sight, most of them separated and moving fast. All Ali could do was keep shooting and hope. Spray and pray.

Nine.

Some of the figures below had taken cover behind a red sedan parked on the street, directly in front of the hotel.

Stupid.

Ali took out his lighter and ignited the first two Molotov cocktails. He didn’t bother hurling them. He simply held them out the window and let go. They landed on the roof of the red sedan, bursting into flames immediately. Two people fled the car. One man was actually on fire as he ran.

Ten. Eleven.

There were now no easy targets left in the street. Ali tilted the AK-47 higher and began spraying nearby buildings with bullets, shattering windows and hopefully taking out a few occupants, although Ali couldn’t tell if he was successful.

He heard footsteps. Loud, fast. The police were here. Ali heard pounding on the door, the wood splintering, and his barricade scraping the floor as it was shoved aside.

“Hey, can’t you read?” Ali called out. “The sign says ‘do not disturb.’”

He chuckled a little at that, then he lit his lighter and tossed it onto the makeshift barricade, setting it ablaze. He heard a scream. Hopefully, someone was burned badly.

Ali turned back to the window and aimed his gun again, searching for other targets, when a searing blow struck him in the shoulder. He did a pirouette and hit the floor on his back.

A sniper. Ali hadn’t even considered that. He was quite shocked at how much it hurt. How many movies and television shows had he seen where the hero takes a bullet to the shoulder and keeps fighting, claiming, “It’s only a flesh wound.”? Ali’s shoulder burned, and he was already so weak that he could barely move. He couldn’t even sit up.

As he lay on the floor, he heard the hiss of fire extinguishers and his barricade being dismantled. There was nothing else Ali could do. With his last ounce of strength, Ali raised the gun lying across his chest and said in a weak voice, “Allahu Akbar.”

A bullet to the head prevented him from pulling the trigger that one last time.


CHAPTER THREE


Mary Jordan took off her jacket and draped it casually over the back of a molded, plastic chair. She then did the same with her blouse. Then her bra. A cheerful young woman in pale blue scrubs attached three electrode pads to her torso: one over her right breast, one over her left breast and one underneath, where her belly met her ribcage.

“Okay, hop up here.” The woman in scrubs patted the examination table. Mary wasn’t even certain what the woman’s function was. Was she a nurse? A medical assistant? For all Mary knew, this woman worked in the lunchroom. She thought about asking, but decided against it. Once Mary was on the table, the woman in scrubs said, “Lie on your left side, please.” While Mary tried to get comfortable - difficult to do while topless in front of a stranger - the woman wheeled over a cart with an intimidating contraption on top of it. She positioned it next to the table. The machine had a handheld wand connected to it by a wire. The woman in scrubs applied some sort of clear gel from a tube onto the wand and said, “Okay, now. You shouldn’t feel a thing.” She pressed the device to Mary’s chest.

I’ll have to disagree with you there, Mary thought. She did feel something: humiliated. Also, cold. Where did they keep that gel, in a freezer?

For the next forty minutes, the woman maneuvered the wand around Mary’s bare chest, manhandling her left breast as if it were an inconvenience, in the way. Which, Mary supposed, it was. Occasionally, the woman would give instructions like, “Lean a little forward, please. Lean a little back, please. Breathe in. Now hold it. Now breathe out.”

Mary couldn’t see the machine from her vantage point, but she could hear the whump-whump-whump of her heartbeat through the speakers. As the woman relocated the wand around her body, the volume and pitch would change. Sometimes her heartbeat was loud and booming, other times it was soft and barely audible.

Finally, the ordeal was over. The woman in scrubs said, “Okay, you can sit up, now.”

Mary obeyed. She tried not to wince at the pads were removed from her chest. “So, how is my heart? Everything look okay?”

“Dr. Miller will contact you in a few days with the results.”

“Oh.”

The woman handed Mary a paper towel. “You can get dressed now.”

“Uh, thanks.” Mary wiped gel off her chest and started maneuvering into her bra. She remembered the days when she could just slip into it and fix the hooks in the back in seconds. These days, she had to bend over and push the girls into position before straightening up and hooking the back. Mary glanced at her examiner while she performed this operation. The woman was too busy filling out paperwork on a clipboard to notice Mary’s discomfort.

She was buttoning her blouse when her phone rang. She answered, “Sergeant Jordan.”

A male voice on the other end said, “This is Lieutenant Baxter. I’m sorry to bother you on your day off, but we have a situation and Captain Oakes wants you to be a part of it.”

“What’s happened?”

“A sniper just killed almost a dozen people in Union Square not half an hour ago.”

Mary could only think of one reason Captain Oakes would specifically ask for her. “Terrorism?”

“That has yet to be determined.”

“I’m on my way.”

“Actually, I have a team heading to the perp’s apartment.” The lieutenant gave an address in Harlem. “I was hoping you could meet us there.”

“I’ll be there as quick as I can.” Mary hung up and stuck the phone in her jacket pocket. She looked down and swore. “Damn it.” She hadn’t quite gotten all the gel off her chest, and now there were two wet spots on her blouse. She buttoned up her jacket and hoped nobody would notice.


CHAPTER FOUR


Ali Nasir, the man whose name Baxter had given Mary over the phone, had apparently lived alone on the fifth floor of a pre-war walk-up. After hiking up five flights of stairs, Mary stopped for a moment and tried to feel her heartbeat. It seemed normal to her. That doctor was crazy if she thought anything was wrong with her. Hell, she wasn’t even breathing that hard.

Lieutenant Baxter appeared in the doorway. “Thank you for coming, Sergeant.” He was wearing latex gloves and didn’t offer a hand. “This is Nasir’s apartment.”

“I’m not entirely sure why I’m here.”

“Captain Oakes insisted. If this ends up classified as terrorism, we’ll have to inform the FBI. As I understand it, you have a pretty good working relationship with the Feebs.” His expression darkened at the word. Like many police officers, Baxter obviously found it hard to hide his resentment toward the FBI.

“I heard a little on the radio on the way over. Weren’t the suspect’s last words ‘Allahu Akbar’?”

“That translates as ‘God is great.’ That’s all. Despite being a favorite tagline of terrorists, other people say it, too.”

“I was listening to the news reports and they’re already calling it an act of terror.”

“Of course they are. Random psychos with guns are too commonplace these days.” Baxter said. “They don’t get enough interest. Terrorism is the one buzzword that still pulls in the ratings.”

“With the press already calling it terrorism, we may have to classify it as such just to avoid the usual accusations of a cover-up if we don’t.” Mary looked around the small apartment. It was sparsely furnished, but the furniture that was there was clean and in good shape. “So what do we know about this man?”

“He worked at an art gallery in midtown.”

“An art gallery.” Mary was surprised, although she wasn’t sure why.

“He was an administrator. He arranged showings, called the press, booked the caterers, et cetera. I guess he made a decent living at it. He could afford an apartment in Manhattan, after all.”

“Did you talk to his employer?”

“Yes. They said he was pleasant enough, but a bit of a loner. He had no real social life to speak of, which made him perfect for the job. They kept him working odd hours and called him in on short notice if there was a crisis like some artist throwing a temper tantrum. In the last couple of months, he’d become less available than he used to be. Especially in the evenings. They thought maybe he’d gotten himself a girlfriend.” Baxter checked his notepad. “Then, last week, he stopped showing up for work all together. They called him, but he never answered and never called back.”

“Did he ever say anything about his religion or politics in the workplace?”

“Never. His employer didn’t even know what religion he was. When he applied for the job three years ago, he filled out one of those census things. Under religion, he put ‘none.’”

“So if he did become a religious or political fanatic, it was a recent change. Or, he was trying to hide it. We need to find out who he’s been in contact with in the last few months. The important thing now is to figure out if this was a lone-wolf attack or if he was recruited by someone.”

“His phone is already on its way to the lab. We’ll get a list of phone numbers shortly.”

“I don’t see a computer. Do we know if he had one?”

“We haven’t found one.”

Mary opened her mouth to reply but was cut off by the sound of the apartment door opening. She jumped a little.

“Excuse me.” A patrolman burst into the room with a panic-stricken look on his face. “I think we have a problem.”


CHAPTER FIVE


Mary saw the scene outside Ali Nasir’s apartment building. “Damn.”

It had been over a decade since a handful of dour, angry young men murdered three thousand people and irrevocably altered the Manhattan skyline, but New Yorkers have long memories and any reminder of those days risked bringing out the bigoted, irrational underside of the otherwise famously liberal city. Word of the sniper attack, now labeled ‘“Islamic terrorism’” by the media, had spread across the streets of New York. Residents were anxious for something or someone to focus their anger on. The police department was primed to be ready for acts of vigilantism. New York’s Muslim population would be on guard, having lived through this many times before. Not just Muslims, either. Anyone of Middle Eastern descent or, indeed, anyone who “looked” Muslim, would be thinking twice before stepping out alone. Mary remembered several Indians being attacked by idiots who didn’t know the difference between a Muslim and a Sikh.

A small, dark woman wearing a traditional Muslim headscarf and a look of wide-eyed terror stood in the street. She was flanked on either side by a patrolman, each with a hand on his sidearm, holstered but ready to go at a moment’s notice. Mary judged there were maybe three dozen people lined up and down the block, all glaring at the terrified woman. The crowd wasn’t acting overtly hostile as yet but Mary knew it would take little to set off a riot.

Mary asked, quietly, “What the hell is going on?”

The patrolman on the woman’s left said, “This is Shehat Nasir, the suspect’s sister. She said this crowd has been following her for the last five blocks, getting bigger and bigger all the time.”

“Shit. We have to get out of here. Which squad car is yours?”

He nodded to the nearest car.

Mary said to the young woman, “We have to leave now. Do you understand?”

The woman nodded silently. Mary took her by the arm, opened the back door, ushered the woman inside and then climbed in after her. The patrolman took the driver’s seat. A bottle smashed against the window just as the door closed.

That was it. That was all the trigger needed. The crowd rushed in and surrounded the car. Now fists were pounding on the windows and voices were shouting slurs and threats.

“Get us out of here.” Mary commanded. Easier said than done. There were people standing in front of the car and in back. The car couldn’t move without running over someone. The patrolman hit the siren and flashing lights. Then he leaned on the horn. It had no effect. He tried gunning the engine. It didn’t faze the crowd.

Some in the crowd were now rocking the car. Shehat Nasir shrieked and buried her head in her hands.

Mary leaned forward. “Gun.”

The patrolman unholstered his sidearm and aimed it at the windshield. The people directly in front saw this and wavered, then tentatively stepped aside. Now that there was a hole in the crowd, the patrolman hit the accelerator and peeled out, sending the crowd scattering. “I hope I didn’t hit anyone.”

“Relax. You did fine.” Mary turned to the young woman. “Okay, Ms. Nasir. I need to ask you some questions. First, what are you doing here?”

The young woman looked at Mary for just a moment, then turned away. Mary noticed she had a black eye, just beginning to fade. “I saw what happened on the news. I came to see my brother.”

“But if you knew what happened, then you knew your brother couldn’t be home.”

“I thought … I hoped … maybe it was a mistake.”

“I’m very sorry. There is no mistake.”

Shehat put her head in her hands and began weeping. Mary gave her a couple of minutes, then, “I’m sorry, but I have to ask you some difficult questions now. Do you know why your brother did this thing?”

Shehat lifted her head but didn’t answer.

Mary tried again. “We have to know, Ms. Nasir. Did your brother kill those people because of his religion or his politics?”

She looked down and said nothing.

“Was your brother always religious?”

Shehat shook her head. “On the contrary. He hadn’t been to a mosque in years, despite our parents’ pleading. He said he wasn’t interested. He just didn’t believe.”

“But something changed.”

“Yes. A few months ago he started going to the mosque with the family again. He had finally come back. We were so happy … at first.”

“At first?”

“He went overboard. He began getting into fights with the family.”

“What sort of fights?”

“Political fights. Especially with father. Our father works for a department store. The owner is a Jew and, suddenly, my brother couldn’t stand it. He actually demanded my father quit. He said a real Muslim would never be a part of the Zionist conspiracy. He was ranting. I’d never heard him talk like that before. Then he called the entire family posers and stormed out. He hasn’t been back to our parents’ house since.”

Mary pointed to her eye. “Did he do that to you?”

Shehat nodded. “I was going out with some friends. Nasir didn’t approved of the way I was dressed. He said I dressed like a whore and he demanded I go home and change. When I refused …”

“What you are describing is a drastic change in a very short period of time. That doesn’t happen from nothing.”

“Don’t you think I know that? That’s how it happened. It was like he was brainwashed. He became a different person overnight. I don’t know why.”

“Could he have been under the influence of someone, fallen in with a bad crowd perhaps?”

“Well, obviously.” Shehat snapped angrily. “Someone did this do him. This was not my brother.”

“Can you give me the names of his friends?”

“Yes, but that won’t help you. Most of them aren’t Muslim, and anyway, he stopped hanging out with them when he changed. If there were new people in his life, I don’t know who they are.”

“Did he have a girlfriend?”

“Yes, but he wouldn’t talk about her. He never even told me her name.”

“I need you to go to the station and give a statement. Can you do that?”

“Yes.”

Mary leaned forward again and rapped on the plastic shield that divided the front seat from the back. “Take us to One Police Plaza.” She leaned back and another question occurred to her. “Did your brother have a computer?”

“I assume so. We Facebooked from time to time so he must have.”

Mary wondered when Facebook had become a verb.


CHAPTER SIX


The meeting was brief. Brief and awkward.

Leopold Blake was dressed casually. At least, as casually as possible for a man of his wealth and stature. He wore a perfectly tailored blue blazer over a black turtleneck, blue jeans, and Italian loafers made by a cordwainer in Milan. Not a single article of clothing on his body cost less than one hundred dollars, including his socks and silk underwear.

Leopold hadn’t felt the need to dress up for the meeting. He had known Raymond Lance for years. Ray Lance was just about the only man who ever worked for Leopold’s father that he actually trusted, mostly because Lance walked out on Blake Investments, Inc. when he no longer trusted the elder Blake. When Leopold took over the company, one of his first acts was to rehire Lance. These days, Lance’s job title was Director of Special Projects. Leopold had made diversifying into a number of different fields a priority, and Lance was put in charge of what he called “side projects,” operations that Blake felt were important, but didn’t have the time or knowledge to properly manage. Lance worked well independently, and anything he didn’t know, he knew how to find out. Leopold trusted his opinion, and it was rare that they didn’t see eye to eye.

This was one of these times.

“I don’t understand why we’re doing this.” Lance said. The subject was the recently acquired subsidiary Atlantic Health Management, now renamed Blake Health Care. It was originally purchased to provide medical insurance coverage for Blake employees. Leopold wanted to expand the business to outside customers.

“The population is growing older.” Leopold explained. “People are living longer and the need for health care is growing daily. It is the definition of a growth industry and the only one we can be sure that won’t suddenly dry up.”

“Okay. Let me rephrase that. Why are we doing this now?” Lance asked. “Republicans are threatening to overturn the Affordable Care Act. We could spend millions trying to meet all the rules and regulations only to have them overturned when we get a new president. Shouldn’t we at least wait until the election?”

“Everyone is thinking the same thing. That’s why now is the perfect time to strike. The ACA won’t be overturned. Republicans are right about one thing. Once an entitlement program gets started, it’s almost impossible to get rid of it. That’s why they were so desperate to prevent it in the first place. Now that it’s in place, it’s too late.”

Lance shrugged and didn’t argue further. There was no point in arguing with a billionaire, he told himself. Billionaires usually knew what they were talking about when it came to money. That’s how they got to be billionaires. “Anything else?”

“Yes. We need to do something about the losses to fraud and abuse. I’ve seen the numbers and they are unacceptable.”

Ignoring the advice he gave himself moments ago, Lance argued with the billionaire. “I’ve seen the numbers, too, I think the numbers look pretty good compared to most other companies in the same field.”

“You do? According to these estimate, Blake Health Care lost over a million dollars last year in bogus insurance and disability claims. I heard we were paying a woman disability because she had developed agoraphobia. She was supposedly afraid of open spaces and crowds. Do you know how we found out she was faking?”

Lance knew the case well. “Yes, I know. She got caught on camera attending a baseball game at Yankee Stadium.”

“You know this isn’t the only example.”

“I know. Now, here is something you may not know. Blake Investments is still paying her disability claims.”

“What?” Leopold was outraged.

“I’m sorry, but we didn’t have any choice. She got a psychiatrist to say it was her first time out. She was attempting to overcome her fears. It was all very heroic. That is, until the mean old company paying her for not working accused her of fraud. According to her psychiatrist and her lawyer, she is now so traumatized and riddled with anxiety that she is afraid to even answer the phone.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Of course it’s ridiculous, but do you know how much it will cost in legal fees to prove it’s ridiculous? In the end, it’ll be cheaper just to keep paying her claims.”

Leopold shook his head. “No. That is not acceptable. If we allow thieves to rob us, it only encourages more thieves.”

Lance started to speak, then thought better of it and silently closed his mouth.

Leopold sighed. “You obviously have something to say. So say it.”

“I’m just wondering who is talking now. Is it Leopold Blake of Blake Investments or Leopold Blake, the famed criminologist?”

“What does that mean?”

“I mean the criminologist is understandably outraged at thieves getting away with theft, but the other Leopold Blake should realize it’s just the cost of doing business.”

Now it was Leopold’s turn to be quiet. He sat thinking for several moments. Then, “Okay, how about this? Let’s hire a risk consultant, someone experienced who can look at our processes and recommend some economical ways to cut down our losses.”

“That sounds like a good idea.” Lance said. “I’ll put together a list of candidates.”

“Thanks.”

Since the men had reached a détente, for the time being at least, they shook hands and Leopold exited Lance’s office. Jerome was standing in the hallway, right outside the door.

“I thought I told you to wait in the lobby.” Leopold said to his bodyguard.

The larger man responded, “I can’t protect you with nineteen stories between us.”

The two men entered the elevator and Jerome pressed the lobby button. “You look annoyed.”

“I’ve just been informed there are two Leopold Blakes.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“If I’m expected to protect both of you, I’m going to need a raise.”

“Funny.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“No.” Leopold took a long breath. Then, “Ray Lance thinks my work as a criminologist is getting in the way of my business, affecting my judgment.”

“He said that?”

“Not in so many words, but he strongly implied it.”

“And you think he’s right.”

“No.”

“Of course you do. You wouldn’t be annoyed if you thought he was wrong.”

The elevator dinged and the two men stepped out. “You’re supposed to be my bodyguard, not my therapist.”

“Yes, sir.” Jerome was silent after that, which annoyed Leopold even more.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Wall Street was less than a mile long. It was also the most famous street in the world. The economy of the entire world rose and fell dependent on the deals made in the offices on that small stretch of concrete.

Leopold and Jerome left the building and walked towards Leopold’s car. Jerome stopped and opened the door for his employer, but Leopold walked right past. Always prepared for his employer’s ever-shifting moods, Jerome closed the door and resumed walking by Leopold’s side.

“I’m hungry.” Leopold said. He stopped at a street vendor and ordered a hot dog with mustard and onions. “Would you like something?”

The bodyguard shook his head. “Those things will kill you, you know.”

“I hired you to protect me from assassins, not my lunch.”

Jerome’s job as Leopold’s protector meant he needed to be acutely aware of his surroundings at all times. It was a little after eleven, and some of the stockbrokers and businessmen who were the cogs in the Wall Street Machine were taking an early lunch break. Despite - or perhaps because of - Wall Street’s status as the financial capital of the world, it was also a popular tourist destination. It wasn’t unusual to see power ties and Brooks Brothers suits and the Wall Street Journal mingling with “I Heart NY” T-shirts and Lonely Planet guidebooks. Jerome’s eye was drawn to one quintessential tourist, wearing cargo shorts, a T-shirt with the Statue of Liberty on the front, sneakers, and a straw hat. He had a backpack perched on his shoulders with a canteen swinging on one side. He looked more like he had prepared for a trek through the streets of Mumbai than Manhattan. He held a map open in front of him. Despite the map, he seemed to know where he was going, walking in a straight line towards the New York Stock Exchange without hesitation.

Jerome’s hackles rose when the man saw Leopold. He actually did a perfect double take, looking in Leopold’s direction, then turning away, then turning back again, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. After a short pause, the tourist dropped his map and marched directly towards Leopold. Jerome took his employer by the arm to lead him away. The tourist broke into a run, throwing his arms wide as if to give Leopold a bear hug. The bodyguard lifted Leopold off the ground and threw him over the hot dog cart before diving behind it himself, just as the tourist arrived and detonated the bomb in his backpack.

The cart slammed into Leopold, Jerome, and the unsuspecting hot dog vendor, but protected all three men from the brunt of the explosion. The cart split apart, spraying the men with hot dog water (the vilest form of water known to man) and obliterated bits of wiener.

“Are you all right?” Jerome asked.

“I think so.” Leopold answered.

The hot dog vendor whipped off his paper hat, which was now smoldering. “I’m all right, too. Not that anyone asked.”

Leopold ignored the irate man. “It looks like you were wrong.”

“About?” Jerome asked

“You said these things would kill me. It looks like they just saved my life.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


Leopold worked his jaw, opening and closing his mouth but no sound came out.

A nice change of pace, Mary thought rather unkindly.

In addition to destroying the hot dog cart, the bomb blew out several street-level windows and set a car on fire but, thankfully, no one was seriously hurt. Police had taken over the lobby of an office building across the street and turned it into a command post. Leopold was being checked over by a paramedic. “I’m fine,” he said, but the paramedic had insisted. So had Jerome.

“How do you feel?” Mary asked.

“I told you, I’m fine.” Leopold opened and closed his mouth again. “I think my ears popped.”

A second medic was looking over Jerome. “They should both be fine. Just a few scrapes.”

Jerome stuck a finger in his ear and waggled it. “I still have that ringing in my ears, but it’s fainter now.”

The paramedic was a small man, barely five-five. He had to reach over his head to slap Jerome’s hand away. “Don’t do that,” he snapped. “The ringing should be gone shortly, but you should see a doctor right away. I don’t think your eardrums were perforated, but you need to see a doctor to be sure.”

As soon as the medics had withdrawn, Mary sat down next to Leopold. “Who knew you were going to be here today?”

“No one.”

“How can that be? Didn’t you have a meeting today? The man you were meeting with must have known.”

“I told Ray Lance I wanted to meet with him today, but I wasn’t sure when I would be available. He said he would be in his office all day so I could drop by whenever. So you see, even I didn’t know when I was going to be here.”

“But this man targeted you.”

“Actually,” Jerome said. “I’m not sure that’s true.”

Mary tried not to show her irritation. “But you said he made straight for Leopold.”

“Not at first.” Jerome raised a finger to his ear but stopped when the paramedic cleared his throat loudly. “At first, it looked like he was heading towards Broad Street.”

“You mean the New York Stock Exchange,” Mary said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes. At least, until he saw Leopold. The thing is, he obviously recognized Leopold, but he seemed surprised to see him. That’s when he changed direction.”

Leopold said, “I think Jerome is right. This man originally intended to blow himself up in front of the Stock Exchange. He couldn’t get inside, so blowing himself up outside was some sort of symbolic gesture against the evils of capitalism or something like that.”

Mary finished for him. “Until he saw one of the richest men in the country wandering around the street like an idiot and decided blowing you up would be even better.”

“I wasn’t wandering around like an idiot.” Leopold turned to Jerome for confirmation. “Now, was I?”

After a moment’s consideration, Jerome answered, “I think it would be imprudent to call my employer an idiot.”

“Thanks a lot.”

Mary wasn’t convinced. “Does the name Waris Khan mean anything to you?”

“No. Should it?”

“It’s the name of the man with the bomb in his backpack.”

“Not really a tourist, I take it, despite how he was dressed?”

“New York City, born and raised.”

“How did you get an ID this quick?”

“Fingerprints.” Mary explained. “We found his, uh, left hand in the street about half a block away.”

“Well, I gotta …”

“Don’t.”

“Hand it to you.”

“One person has already tried to kill you today.” Mary warned. “Do you want to make it two?”

“Sorry. I couldn’t resist.”

“Next time, try harder.”

“So what is our next move?”

Mary rolled her eyes extravagantly. “What’s this ‘our’ shit? You aren’t investigating this crime. You’re the victim. You getting involved in the investigation is beyond inappropriate. I’m going to talk with Waris Khan’s family. I don’t care what you do as long as you stay away from me. You should probably get your ears checked.”

Mary got up and stepped outside. She headed towards her car, but stopped in the middle of the street and turned around abruptly. Leopold and Jerome had followed her. “What did I just say to you?”

Leopold shrugged. “Don’t know. I think I need to get my ears checked.”

Jerome added, “Me too.”


CHAPTER NINE


There was no point in trying to keep Leopold out of the investigation. He had consulted in his criminologist capacity for both the NYPD and FBI. He had higher-up contacts who would do just about anything to keep him happy. One phone call is all it would take to get himself assigned to the case. Mary could make the case that it was inappropriate for Leopold, as the victim of the crime, to be involved, but it would be an uphill battle to keep him out, and Mary decided it probably wasn’t worth the effort. The best Mary could do was keep him close and keep an eye on him.

The Khan family lived in a small, rented house on Staten Island, the greenest of New York City’s boroughs. Raheem Khan sat on a sofa, clenching and unclenching his fists, his eyes red from crying. His wife, Iris Khan (formerly Iris Rosenblatt), came into the room carrying a tray with cups and a pot of tea. She sat down next to her husband and began dutifully pouring the tea. Her eyes were also red.

Mary took a chair facing the distraught parents. “When was the last time you saw your son?”

“Four weeks ago, exactly,” Mr. Kahn said. “We had a fight, and he stormed out in the middle of the night. He hasn’t been home or to work since.”

“Where was his work?”

“We own a restaurant near the ferry terminal. He graduated high school last year. I wanted him to go to college, but he wanted to take a year off. I insisted that, if he wasn’t in school, he worked.”

Mrs. Khan handed Mary a cup of tea. “Thank you. Is that what the fight was about?”

“No.” Mr. Khan stood up and went to a nearby desk. He rummaged around in a drawer for a moment, then returned to his spot, handing a sheet of paper to Mary. “This is. I found it in his bedroom.”

The printing on the paper was just a bunch of squiggles and dots as far as Mary was concerned. Leopold leaned over her shoulder and took a look. “It’s in Urdu.”

Mrs. Khan stood up and handed tea to Leopold and Jerome. Mary had decided not to introduce them to Waris Khan’s parents. They both stood next to a cherrywood bookcase, and Leopold took note of the contents - books by Bertrand Russell, Christopher Hitchens, Richard Dawkins, and Ayan Hirsi Ali, among others. All well-known atheists.

Mary asked, “Can you tell me what this is?”

Mrs. Khan sat back down next to her husband and poured two more cups of tea. Having run out of people to serve tea, she didn’t know what else to do with her hands and fidgeted with them in her lap. “It’s called ‘The Uprising.’ It’s a newsletter.”

Mr. Khan snorted. “Newsletter? Bah! It’s the rantings of a bunch of kids with no clue how the real world works.”

“But what is it about, exactly?” Mary asked.

Mrs. Khan explained in a calm voice, “It’s mostly about the oppression of the Muslim minority in India and demanding more autonomy. Things like that.”

“Just a bunch of stupid kids looking for something to be outraged about.” Mr. Khan was getting more and more upset. He gripped the arm of the sofa so hard his fingernails dug into the fabric. Do you know what happens when you give Indian Muslims control of their government? It’s called Pakistan. Have you ever been there, Sergeant?”

Mary shook her head. “No.”

“It’s a shithole.”

Mrs. Khan put a hand on her husband’s shoulder. “Raheem, please calm down.”

Mr. Khan took a deep breath and lowered his head. “They did this. The people who wrote that trash. They turned my son into a monster.”

Mary asked, “Did your son actually know the people who wrote this or was he just a reader?”

“He knew them all right. He’d been acting strange for a few weeks before our big fight.”

“Strange how?”

“Staying out late. Missing work. Missing meals. The, one day, he asked me why I had abandoned my faith.”

“And what did you tell him?”

Mr. Khan nodded towards his wife. “I’m a Muslim who married a Jew. What do you think?”

Leopold said, “You disapproved of your son’s religion.”

“I taught my son about Islam. I also made sure he knew about Judaism, Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Sikhism. Then I encouraged him to make up his own mind. The problem is, he didn’t make up his own mind. He was being brainwashed by those bastards.”

“And you’re sure it was the people who produced this newsletter that your son was spending time with?” Mary asked.

“Who else could it be?”

“Didn’t it occur to you that your son might have a girlfriend?”

“He didn’t have a girlfriend.”

Mrs. Khan cleared her throat. “Actually, he did.”

Mr. Khan gave his wife a shocked look. “What? Why didn’t you tell me?” When she didn’t answer, his face darkened. “You don’t think he killed himself over a woman?”

“May we take a look at your son’s room?” Mary asked.

Mr. Khan continued to glare at his wife without speaking. Mrs. Khan said, “Yes, of course. We haven’t touched it since he left.”

Mary headed to the bedroom, and Leopold followed. He stopped, looked back and asked, “Does the name Leopold Blake mean anything to you?”

Husband and wife both shook their heads.

Waris Khan’s bedroom was small, with a single bed, a wobbly desk, and a tiny closet. Searching it didn’t take long. Jerome stood outside. The room was barely big enough for two.

Mary found some more newsletters hidden under the mattress. She couldn’t read them, but she flipped through them, pulled out one page and showed it to Leopold. “Still think you weren’t targeted?”

Leopold’s face was clearly visible on the page. There were pictures of several other men that Leopold’s recognized. All wealthy, none worth less than one hundred million. “All this proves is that he knew what I looked like.”

There was one item they expected to find, but didn’t. Mary stuck her head out. “Did your son have a computer?”

In the living room, Mrs. Khan was clearing up the dishes. “It’s on his desk. Go ahead and take it.”

“It’s not here.”

Mr. Khan stood up. “That’s impossible. It must be there. Waris didn’t take it when he left. I wouldn’t let him.”

Mary shook her head. “It’s not here. Could he have come back for it?”

“You don’t understand. I saw the computer today. This morning.”


CHAPTER TEN


Leopold found an empty interview room at One Police Plaza and co-opted it as an ersatz personal office. He spent several minutes with his cell phone pressed to his ear not talking. Jerome didn’t ask what he was doing. Leopold would tell him when he was good and ready.

Suddenly, Leopold said, “Thanks.” into the phone, clicked it off, and dropped it into his jacket pocket. “That was a translator who works for me in international banking. I took a photo of that newsletter with my picture and sent it to him.”

“Don’t the police have translators?”

“I didn’t want to wait.”

“So what did it say?”

“The short version is that every problem in the world, especially the oppression of Muslims in India and everywhere else, is the fault of America’s military industrial complex. There was a lot of ranting against evil corporations run by evil millionaires and billionaires.”

“Like Leopold Blake.”

“Not just me. Everyone from Warren Buffett to Donald Trump. Basically, if you have money, you deserve to die.” Leopold said. “I think you were right from the beginning. Waris Khan didn’t target me. He had it in for anyone rich. He just saw me on the street and decided to take advantage of it.”

“So you agree this has nothing to do with you?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say that. It may have been a crime of opportunity, but he did try to kill me.”

“But, surely, there’s no reason for you to get involved. This is just some angry kid who decided to take his anger out on the rest of the world. It’s not some grand conspiracy.”

“Now I wouldn’t say that, either. What about Ali Nasir?”

It took Jerome a moment to place the name. “The Union Square sniper? What’s he got to do with this?”

“I don’t know. I just think it’s strange, two acts of terrorism in the same city. What are the odds of that?”

“Very good, actually. Lone wolf attacks often come in spurts. One angry, disaffected loner sees an attack on TV and gets inspired.”

“Or maybe they were both inspired by the same people.”

“You mean the people who write The Uprising?”

“Mary is investigating the Union Square shooting. Why don’t we ask her?”

The two men went searching and located Mary at a desk, on her phone. She held up a finger as they approached. “Hold on a sec.” She set the phone on the desk and pressed the speaker button. “I have Leopold Blake here. He’s consulting with us. Tell him what you told me.”

A voice on the phone said, “Hello, Mr. Blake. I’m Johnny Chavez with the FBI. I understand you’re interested in The Uprising. We’ve been monitoring them for about six months now.”

“By monitoring, you mean spying?” Leopold asked.

“Spying is such an ugly word.” Agent Chavez said. “Ugly and accurate. There are six of them, and they meet once a week in the back room of a bar in Staten Island. Your boy Kahn hooked up with them two months ago.”

“How did he learn about them?”

“No clue. He just showed up one day. They were definitely of the same mind, though. There was a lot of talk about the violent overthrow of governments.”

“What governments?”

“Any governments. They hate America and India, Christians and Hindus. They’re equal opportunity haters.”

“So, exactly the sort of people who might radicalize an angry young man like Waris Khan.”

“Yes.” Chavez said. “Except they didn’t.”

“What do you mean, they didn’t?”

“I’ve been reading transcripts of the conversations the Bureau recorded and translated. Three days ago, at their last meeting, Waris Khan told them it was time to stop talking and take some action.”

“What sort of action?”

“He never said. He never got that far. The rest of the group shot him down and tossed him out, not willing to take the risk. It turns out they were all talk.”

“Could we meet in person? I’d like to discuss this further.”

“Uh, that’s a bit of a problem. I’m not actually in New York at the moment. I’m in New Haven.”

Leopold was surprised to hear this. “New Haven, Connecticut?”

“That’s right.”

The name hadn’t registered with Leopold at first but the mention of New Haven triggered a memory. “Are you the same Chavez who cracked the Meridian Blue stock market scam?”

“That’s me.”

“That was one hell of a piece of detective work. Don’t you usually deal with white collar crimes?”

Chavez coughed, then, “Uh, usually.”

“Then why are you involved in something like this?”

The agents handling the surveillance asked me to look into The Uprising’s finances. There was some concern they might be fundraising for radical groups or maybe buying arms.”

“So what did you find?”

“Nothing. Those boys are flat broke. They can’t even afford the paper their so-called newsletter is printed on.”

Mary had been quiet, listening to this exchange. Now she spoke up. “I’d like to ask a question, Agent Chavez.”

“Shoot.”

“You keep saying ‘boys.’ Were there any women involved with this group?”

“Nope. That would be unusual for a bunch of radical Muslims, don’t you think?”

“Unusual, but not unheard of. Thank you for your input, Agent Chavez. We’ll call you if we need anything else.”

“Happy to help. Bye.”

Mary disconnected the call. “The Uprising was all bark and no bite. Whatever it was that made Waris Khan a killer, it wasn’t them. Frankly, it sounds like he was ready to blow someone up before he even met them.”

“I agree.”

“Oh, good,” Mary said. “I’m always glad when you validate my years of experience as a detective.

Leopold ignored the sarcasm. “You think his girlfriend had something to do with it?”

“Why?”

“You asked if there were any women in the group.”

“Just covering all the bases.”

“Why don’t we look at another base? Ali Nasir, for example.”

Mary waved a dismissive hand. “All the evidence we have says Ali Nasir was a lone wolf. He doesn’t have anything to do with this.”

“Maybe he …” Leopold didn’t get to finish his thought.

Captain Oakes had sidled up to the group. “Can you come into my office for a moment, please?”

All three started to follow, but the captain said, “Just Mr. Blake.”

Jerome wasn’t happy about having his employer out of his sight, but Leopold tried to reassure him. “Relax. I’m in the middle of a police station. How much trouble could I get into?” Jerome started to respond, but Leopold held up a finger. “Don’t answer that.”

He disappeared into the captain’s office. Jerome sat down in a chair next to the desk to await his employer’s return. He pulled a paperback book out of his pocket and started reading.

Mary read the cover: “Siddhartha” by Herman Hess. “You have very eclectic reading tastes.”

“Do I?”

“Last week, you were reading some western by Louis L’Amour, and before that, didn’t I see you with The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy?”

“I like good writing. I don’t especially care what genre.”

Mary’s phone trilled. She put it to her ear. “Sergeant Jordan.” Forgetting her phone was still set to speaker, she was startled when a voice loud enough for the entire squad room to hear announced, “This Dr. Franklin’s office. The results of your ultrasound are in.”

“Shit. Hang on.” She fumbled with the phone, switching off the speaker. She left her desk and Jerome to find a private corner where she could talk with minimal risk of being overheard. “Okay. What about the test, is it good news?”

“The doctor would like you to make an appointment to discuss it.”

“Can’t you just tell me what the results are?”

“If you’re in a hurry, the doctor has an opening at two this afternoon.”

“This afternoon? I’m on a case.”

“Would another day work better?”

“Can’t you just tell me?”

“I’m not a doctor. I can’t do that.”

“Can you get the doctor on the phone?”

“The doctor won’t be available until two. She would rather see you in person.”

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

“So how about two?”

“Two is fine.”

“Great. See you then.” Click and the phone went dead.

Mary let out a long sigh and stomped back to her desk.

Jerome was still reading. When Mary sat down, Jerome asked, without looking up from his book, “So, are congratulations in order?”

“What? Congratulations?” It took Mary a moment to realize what he was asking. Once she did, Mary snatched the book from Jerome’s hands, grabbed him by the lapel, and drew the big man close to her. She whispered, almost hissing, “They use ultrasound for things other than pregnancy. If you start a rumor that I’m pregnant, I swear to God, I’ll rip …”

“I was just asking.”

She let the man go and tossed him his book. “Well, don’t.”

Jerome casually opened his book and resumed reading. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Captain Oakes closed the door to his office. He didn’t sit and he didn’t offer Leopold a seat. “What were you doing at the Khans’ house today?”

“I didn’t do anything. I was just there.”

“That’s the problem. You shouldn’t have been there.”

“A man tried to kill me. I’m investigating the crime.”

“You are the victim and you showed up at the house of the suspect’s parents. Did you even tell them who you are?”

“No. I thought it might be awkward.”

Now Oakes was shouting. “Of course it’s awkward, you ass!” With visible effort, Oakes got control of himself. Quieter, he continued, “You had no business insinuating yourself into this ongoing investigation, especially when you happen to be part of the crime.”

Leopold was fairly certain Oakes was misusing the word “insinuating,” but decided it would be impolitic to correct him. “I happen to be a consultant for the NYPD.”

“Nobody consulted you about this case. You weren’t there in any official capacity.”

Leopold smiled. “That can be fixed very easily.”

“Oh, yes. You’ll call one of your country club buddies and, five minutes later, the mayor will be on my phone telling me, ‘We need Leopold Blake on the case. Only the great detective himself can solve this mystery.’“Oakes' voice dripped with sarcasm. “You think the rules that we mere peons have to obey don’t apply to you? Well, a man of your wealth and power, I guess they don’t. But do you know who they do apply to? Jordan, that’s who.”

Leopold’s smile wavered. “Mary didn’t …”

“Sergeant Jordan is the investigating officer and she let the victim into the house of the suspect’s parents. That’s grounds for a reprimand, at minimum. It certainly puts her judgment into question.”

“Now, wait a minute.”

“No. Maybe the rules don’t apply to you, but when you’re done playing Sherlock Holmes, the rest of us are left to clean up the mess. Jordan used to be a by-the-book cop …”

“She still is.”

“Not any more. Not when you’re around, and I’m not the only one who’s noticed. The thing that really galls me is that I actually encouraged this relationship. Her relationship with you has put her career in jeopardy, and I’ll be damned if I’ll let you do the same to mine.”

Leopold opened his mouth to respond but then closed it again without making a sound. He had worked with Oakes before, but had never heard him talk like this. Was this resentment against an outsider interfering in police business built up over time, or was Oakes under some new pressure? More importantly, was Oakes right? Leopold played fast and loose with rules, but he got results. He always just assumed that was enough. Had he unwittingly put Mary’s career in jeopardy? Oakes was furious, but he was also Mary’s boss. Leopold couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t antagonize Oakes further, so he settled for, “Is there anything else?”

“Yes. You may own the mayor, and probably a couple of senators and congressmen as well, but you don’t own me or this department. Now get out of my office.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


A surly, red-faced man in a dark suit stomped past Jack, bumping into him and nearly knocking him off the subway platform, and onto the tracks below. The surly man didn’t stop, or apologize, or even look to see if Jack was still standing.

Was everyone in New York City an asshole?

No, Jack thought to himself, not everyone. At least one person in New York City isn’t an asshole: me.

Jack had been having a bad week, and anyone who knew about it would probably forgive him for a bit of assholish behavior. On Sunday, sewage backed up into his bathtub. On Monday, his girlfriend broke up with him. On Tuesday, the project at work he’d spent six months preparing for had been canceled. On Wednesday, he’d learned he wasn’t getting a raise this year because “times had been tough for the company,” at least, according to his asshole boss. On Thursday, some jerk had nearly knocked him off the subway platform and onto the tracks below.

Despite, or perhaps even because of these tragedies, Jack had decided it wasn’t going to get to him. After all, none of these tragedies were especially tragic when taken on their own individual merit. It was only the cumulative effect that made them seem, well, tragic. Instead of allowing these misfortunes (which is all they really were - not tragedies), Jack had decided to turn over a new leaf. He wasn’t going to devolve into the typical New York asshole. He was going to appreciate what he had, and he was determined to be cheerful about it. After all, he was living in the greatest city in the world (Sorry, London, Paris, and L.A. You know it’s true).

Jack stood on the platform, smiling and humming to himself, waiting for his daily train to arrive. He felt the whoosh of hot air in his face announce the arrival of the train even before he heard the squeal of the wheels on metal tracks. The train huffed to a stop, and the doors opened with a pneumatic hiss. He stepped onboard and saw the car was almost half empty. Plenty of seating available. How great was that? Jack sat down and decided this really was going to be a good day. Jack looked down one end of the car and saw several men in gray suits and maroon ties, lawyers and stockbrokers and businessmen all heading downtown to make deals and make money. At the other end were half a dozen Hasidim from Brooklyn. The broad black hats and flowing sidelocks were familiar sights to any New Yorker. One had the Talmud open and was reading. He was an older man with streaks of gray in his beard. Surely, he must have read his Talmud cover to cover many times by now, yet here he was, reading it again. Jack couldn’t imagine reading the same book over and over. He wondered how many of them just pretended to read it.

The train slowed to a halt, and the doors hissed open again, letting a new group of people on, then moved on.

At the next stop, a few people got off. More people got on. A young man in blue jeans and red hair sat down next to Jack. He smiled at Jack. Jack smiled at him. They were the only two people on that train who smiled. Jack decided he must be a tourist. He was carrying a canvas bag. He set it on the floor and pushed it under his seat with his feet.

Now all the seating was occupied, and the most recent arrivals had to dangle from the overhead handholds, swaying as the train sped up and slowed down, trying not to bump into each other. At the next stop, an old and very fat woman got on, supported by a solid wooden cane. She wore a long wool skirt and a gray headscarf. Jack thought they belonged somewhere in Eastern Europe, not New York City. Both Jack and the redheaded tourist stood up, offering her a seat. She was so wide, she needed both.

Another stop. This time, a man with a saxophone stepped aboard. A few of the riders groaned the moment they saw him, knowing what was coming. As soon as the train pulled away, the man put the instrument to his lips and started to blow. Jack recognized the tune. It was “Harlem Nocturne,” the theme to the old Mike Hammer TV show. The redheaded tourist seemed to be the only one enjoying the show, grinning widely and bopping his head along to the music.

The train slowed to a stop once again, and the doors hissed open. No one got on. No one got off right away. Just as the doors started to close, the redheaded tourist leapt through the doors, just as they sealed. Jack decided the man had been so engrossed in the music that he had almost missed his stop.

The train was moving again. Jack noticed the bag under the seat. It belonged to the redheaded tourist. He forgot it. Well, Jack thought, if you are serious about not being a typical New York asshole, you better do something about it. He reached between the old woman’s flabby legs and pulled the bag out from under the seat. The bag was shapeless and Jack had to turn it over in his hands a couple of time before he found a zipper. Hopefully, there was something inside that could help Jack identify the owner and return his lost property. He gave the zipper pull a tug.

The explosion killed fourteen people.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Fifteen minutes. Mary slumped in her chair, fuming. Fifteen goddamned minutes.

Mary looked at her watch again. It was two fifteen. Her appointment was for two. She had arrived on time. Early, in fact. Then she had spent ten minutes in the waiting room, and another five in this damned examination room. Why do doctors even bother making appointments when they never show up on time for them?

Mary looked at her watch again. It was 2:16.

At 2:17, the door opened, and Dr. Beth Franklin entered the room. “And how are you doing today?”

Mary sat up. “I was hoping you could tell me.”

“Well, your echocardiogram came back fine. No enlargement. No sign of arterial disease. The ultrasound looks very good.”

“That’s good news.” Mary didn’t let on how relieved she was. It shouldn’t have surprised her, she thought. After all, she was a young woman in excellent shape. The idea that she had any kind of heart disease was ridiculous. The echocardiogram had been a waste of time.

Apparently reading her thoughts, the doctor said, “We’re just being thorough. Now that we’ve eliminated all other factors, we can deal with the real problem.”

“The nurse took my blood pressure when I arrived. She said it was down.”

“Not enough. Police are among the highest risk groups for high blood pressure because of job stress.”

“I can’t exactly do anything about the stress in my job. It comes with the territory.”

“I realize that, but you can learn how to handle it better. Plus, you have another issue exacerbating your blood pressure.”

“Which is?”

The doctor cleared her throat before continuing. “Anger. Let me be perfectly frank. You have the temper of Yosemite Sam.”

Mary stood up and put her hands on her hips. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“I think you just answered your own question.”

Embarrassed by her behavior, Mary quietly sat down. “So what happens now? Do you write me a prescription?”

“Yes. I’m prescribing an anger management class.”

“A what? I don’t have any trouble managing my anger.” Even as she said it, Mary realize her voice was rising.

“Bottling it up doesn’t help you any. You need to learn how not to get angry in the first place. I want you to start attending a class at least twice a week.”

Mary shook her head vigorously. “I don’t have time for that nonsense.”

“You’ll have a lot more time on your hands if you don’t.”

It took Mary a moment to understand what the doctor was saying. “Are you saying you’ll have me pulled from active duty?”

“I’m saying if you don’t do something about your blood pressure, you’ll have a stroke by the time you’re fifty. If I clear you for duty, and you drop dead chasing some purse snatcher, it becomes my fault.”

Mary was in full panic mode now. “You can’t put be behind a desk. This job is … is …”

“Is what?”

“All I have.”

“Maybe that’s part of the problem.” The doctor wrote something down on a scratch pad. She tore the paper loose and handed it to Mary. “This is the name and number of a therapist. He’s very good and he has experience with cops, so he’s flexible. He can help you.”

“Are you going to clear me for duty?”

“Yes.”

Mary let out a sigh of relief.

“Provisionally.” The doctor added. “Come back in three months, and we’ll see how you are doing.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Times Square was an advertiser’s wet dream. It was impossible to find a place to set your eyes that didn’t include a commercial. Above were the famous animated billboards, basically giant television screens, continually showing commercials for various products such as Coca-Cola and Kodak. Only the biggest of the big dogs could afford that most prime of advertising real estate.

There was advertising at street level as well. Corporate-sponsored mascots wandered among the crowds of tourists, handing out flyers and getting their pictures taken while dressed like well-known characters from television and movies and boxes of breakfast cereal. A few independent street performers moved among the company shills, although it wasn’t always easy to tell the difference. There were two Supermen, three Batmen (one of whom was a lady), and one Wonder Woman (who was a man). There was a muscular man wearing nothing but underwear and a cowboy hat, with a guitar slung on his back. He posed for pictures and, occasionally, serenaded giggling tourists.

A woman dressed as the Statue of Liberty, with a green, flowing robe, spiked crown, and a torch, had staked out a prime spot near a delicatessen. She was a college student, just trying to make a few bucks between classes. She’d had a pretty good day, so far. Despite recent news items about a sniper, and then a couple of bombs, the tourists had been out in force. She had nearly fifty bucks stuffed into her torch.

As she stood, waving to the passersby, one caught her eye. A young man in blue jeans and a baseball cap. A fringe of red hair stuck out from under the cap. He had a shapeless canvas bag over his shoulder. She noticed him a second time when, less than a minute later, he walked past her again. This time, he gave her a big smile and handed her a fiver. She watched him disappear into the crowd.

There was a nice breeze. It was especially appreciated as the robes were damned hot, even though she was wearing next to nothing underneath. She decided it was time for a cigarette break. There was a row of potted plants in front of the deli, and one would make a perfect impromptu ash tray. She sidled next to one and lit up. Then she saw something in the cement planter besides the plant and cigarette butts. A canvas bag was stuffed into the planter. It was too big to fit, so it hung over the edge, held in place by branches. That’s right, she thought. The redhead had it the first time he walked past her but not the second. He’d left it behind. She wasn’t sure what she should do. Should she leave it in case he comes back for it? Then, she wondered if there could be something valuable in it. Couldn’t hurt to take a peek.

She reached for the bag, but stopped short when someone bellowed, “Stop!”

The voice came from a policeman on horseback across the street. She never understood the need for horses in New York City, of all places. It must be for the tourists. This was the first time she’d ever seen one of them actually gallop. He stopped right in front of her. “I’m going to have to ask you to step back, miss.”

“Startled, she asked, “Did I do something wrong?”

“No, miss. Just please step back.”

She turned to leave and saw a whole bunch of police running towards her. Something was wrong, all right. The police began ushering crowds away from the deli.

Then the wind changed direction. Branches moved. The bag came loose and fell.

The explosion blew the planter to pieces, sending concrete shrapnel into the crowd. People screamed and ran in all directions. The windows of the deli blew inward, sending glass shards raining down over the patrons inside.

The woman dressed as the Statue of Liberty was knocked off her feet, landing face down. Her robes blew over her head and revealing her underwear to the world. It would have been a nice show had the people who saw it not been running for their lives. She sat up and smoothed out her robes, restoring her modesty. The she realized her torch had split apart, scattering the day’s profits into the wind.

“Well, shit.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Leopold checked the caller ID on his phone: Mary. He answered, “Hi. What’s up?”

“We got an ID,” Mary said, happily.

“On the bomber?”

“Yes. There were dozens of cameras going off in Times Square. It was inevitable that we would find his picture, really. We put it out on the wire and got a hit back in minutes, from Nebraska, of all places.”

“Nebraska?”

“Yup. Donald Ronkowski hails from a little farm community called Moreau, Nebraska. It has a population just shy of a thousand.”

“He came all the way from Nebraska to New York? Are you sure the subway bomber and the Times Square bomber were the same person?”

“No doubt. According to the bomb squad, they were simple fertilizer bombs. The thing is, there was no timer or proper detonator. They were rigged to blow when someone tampered with them. Basically, our suspect knows how to make explosives but not bombs. The subway bomb only killed so many people because it was in a crowd within an enclosed space. The Times Square one blew out in the open and didn’t kill anyone.”

“Is there anything in Mr. Ronkowski’s past that indicates he knows about explosives?”

“Yes and no. He’s twenty-six and a high school dropout. He’s never done work except manual labor. His rap sheet is pretty unremarkable - a couple of drug busts, a couple of assaults, and some petty theft. One thing stands out, though, at least to me.”

“And what’s that?”

“At nineteen, he jacked a local farmer’s pickup truck. The judge declared it joy riding and gave him a slap on the wrist. In retrospect, based on what we know now, I think maybe he wasn’t interested in the truck at all. I think he wanted what was in the truck.”

“Why? What was in it?” Leopold said. “Wait. Let me guess. You said a farmer. By any chance, was it fertilizer?”

“Four fifty-pound bags.”

“So our Mr. Ronkowski has had this in mind for a while. Why come to New York, I wonder?”

“I guess the same reason any terrorist comes to New York. Not much cache in blowing up a dairy queen in flyover country.”

“Spoken like a true New Yorker.”

“We have a few leads on where he might be holed up. Care to join me?”

Leopold wanted to say yes, but the words of Captain Oakes echoed in his brain. “Actually, I have a business meeting today and I really can’t miss it.”

“Oh.”

“Besides, I’d probably just be in the way. It sounds like you have everything in hand. I don’t think I’d be much help.”

“Oh. Well, okay.” The disappointment in Mary’s voice was evident. There was a time, early on in their relationship, when she resented Leopold’s meddling presence in one of her cases. Now, it seemed she missed it. “Give me a call if you change your mind. Bye.”

“Bye.” Click.

Jerome was sitting in a chair nearby, reading. He never looked up from his book and gave no indication he had heard the conversation. Leopold knew better.

“Oh, shut up,” Leopold snapped.

“I didn’t say anything.” The bodyguard still didn’t look up from his book.

“Well … shut up anyway.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The hotel room was small, but clean. No rats. That was the big thing. Donald Ronkowski had only been in New York City for a few days, but he had already seen several rats in the streets, and one in a restaurant. He’d heard somewhere that between ten and fifteen homeless dudes were eaten by rats every year. He didn’t remember where he’d heard it, so he wasn’t a hundred percent sure it was true. True or not, he simply could not abide rats.

Don sat on the corner of the unmade bed (he had told the front desk manager no cleaning service) and fretted. Would she come?

There was a soft rap at the door. Don took a deep breath. He got up and peered through the fish-eye of the peephole. Even through the greasy smear on the lens, he recognized the beautiful, tobacco-brown face.

He opened the door. “You came.”

She slipped in and closed the door behind her. “Of course I came. I got your message.” She leaned in and they kissed, long and hard. When she finally withdrew, she said, “I got all your messages.”

Don looked puzzled. “What do you mean? I only sent one message.”

“What about the Times Square message? Wasn’t that for me? And the one on the subway?”

“You knew it was me.”

She put a hand tenderly on his cheek. “Who else could it be?”

“I did it all for you.” He kissed her again. He pulled away, reluctantly. “I think the police have identified me, but that’s okay. I got a plan.”

“A plan?”

“Yeah. I got a fake ID and some cash. Enough cash for what I want to do. We’ll get you a fake ID too, and then rent a car. It’s easier to get a flight to Turkey from Canada than the U.S.”

“We’re going to Turkey?”

“That’s just the first stop. From Turkey, we can arrange travel to Syria. Lots of Islamist groups are recruiting foreign fighters. Especially Westerners.” He leaned in close and added, “And their wives.”

“You mean we can finally be together?”

“That’s right.”

“When are we leaving?”

“Now. Let me just get my things.” He turned and picked up the duffle bag with his clothes off the bed.

When he turned around, he saw the gun in her hand. She fired one shot into his belly. He dropped the duffle bag and fell back onto the bed.

He whispered, “I thought you loved me, Rose.”

The second shot was to his forehead.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


“Un-freaking-believable.” Mary said. “How long has he been dead?”

“Two hours at the absolute most,” The medical examiner said. “He was shot first in the stomach. He fell onto his back. The second shot to the head was the kill shot.”

An aging, paunchy uniformed officer named Brackett said, “We’ve interviewed the staff of the hotel, and the guests on this floor. Nobody heard any shots.”

“We won’t know till I dig the slugs out, but I’ll bet the killer used a silencer. Striations on the bullets will tell us for sure.” The medical examiner crooked a finger at Mary. “I did notice something else interesting, though.”

Mary walked over to the body. “What?”

“Take a sniff.”

“Of what?”

“The mouth. Go on, smell.”

Never one to be squeamish, Mary leaned over and positioned her nose less than an inch from the corpse’s lips. She sniffed. The smell of death was almost overpowering, even after just two hours. There was something else. She sniffed again, then straightened up. “Is that lemon?”

“A lemon-scented moist towelette.” The medical examiner pointed to a bowl filled with small packets on the dresser. “Probably from there.”

Mary clapped her hands together. “Yes. I knew it.” The killer had wiped off the dead man’s mouth and there was only one reason for that - to remove evidence. Mary now had no doubt that the killer was a woman, and she had kissed the man before killing him. Mary had suspected it for a while and now she was sure. The mysterious, unseen girlfriends of Ali Nasir and Waris Khan, and now the killer of Donald Ronkowski were the same person. These three men hadn’t decided to kill on their own. They had been recruited.

No. Not recruited. Seduced.

The hotel room was swarming with crime scene technicians looking for evidence. There was barely enough space in the tiny room for all the people. Mary announced to the entire room, “Did anyone find a computer?”

A handful of no’s floated around the room.

Brachett asked, “What makes you think this guy even had a computer?”

Mary picked up a card from the nightstand. It looked like a business card, but the only thing printed on it was, “ILUVNY5505.”

Brackett squinted at the card. “What’s that?”

“The Wi-Fi password. He got it from the front desk.” Mary remembered the missing computer from Waris Khan’s home. No one had ever found Ali Nasir’s computer, either. The killer must have corresponded with the men electronically at some point.

“Sergeant. You’d better take a look at this.” One of the technicians was sorting through the contents of a trash can.

“What did you find?”

He handed Mary a small, crinkled piece of paper. It was a receipt from a local shop for three canvas bags.

Three!

“Shit. There’s another bomb.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Grand Central Terminal (often mistakenly called Grand Central Station) was the busiest train station in the country. A train station might seem an odd location for a business meeting, but Ray Lance had to catch a train to Philadelphia that afternoon. More importantly, Grand Central Terminal boasted Grand Central Oyster Bar. First opened in 1913, it offered some of the best seafood on the East Coast, and Ray Lance loved seafood, especially shellfish. He had ordered an appetizer of clams casino, and then followed with the bivalve platter: four clams and four oysters. Leopold eschewed an appetizer and ordered the broiled Carolina bluefish.

“I’ll send you a list of possible risk consultants. Look them over and let me know what you think.” Lance lifted a shell to his lips and greedily slurped up the contents.

Leopold speared a piece of his fish. “I’ll take a look. We still need to make plans for a permanent fraud program.”

“Based on the consultant’s recommendations, right?” Down went another oyster.

“Yes, of course.”

“Good. There are several excellent investigative firms that specialize in health care fraud. We can outsource the function at minimal cost.”

“I’d rather keep it in-house.”

Lance raised another oyster but stopped halfway to his mouth. “Why? Setting up a fraud unit from scratch is a lot of work. It’s cheaper to outsource.”

“But it’s easier to maintain control in-house.”

Lance didn’t bother to hide the annoyance in his voice. “That’s a waste of resources, including the company’s most valuable resource - you.”

“I’m not sure what that means.”

“Can I be frank with you, Leopold?”

“When are you not?”

“Blake Investments is like a pyramid.”

“Do you mean a pyramid scheme, or do you mean I’m like a Pharaoh?”

“Neither. Okay, forget the pyramid. Blake Investments is a ladder. You are at the very top rung. Fraud investigation is near the bottom rungs. Your primary focus should be on those upper rungs nearest you. You’re so high up, you shouldn’t even be able to see those bottom rungs. You want to keep the fraud unit in-house because you want to keep your fingers in it, but you shouldn’t be involved in that any more than you should be meddling in where the company buys copy paper or who cleans the johns.”

“So we’re back to the criminologist thing again. You think it interferes with my position as head of Blake Investments, don’t you?”

Leopold’s phone rang. Lance said, “What are the odds that’s a cop?”

Leopold answered. It was, indeed, a cop. “Is this important, Mary? I’m in the middle of something.”

“Damned right, it’s important. Ronkowski is dead, and I think there’s another bomb somewhere, but I don’t know where. Can you help?”

“Where are you now?”

“We found the hotel where he’s been staying.”

“Okay. Let’s think about this. Ronkowski had never been to New York before, right?”

“As far as we know, this is the first time he even left Nebraska.”

“I don’t suppose you found a guidebook or anything like that in his belongings.”

“No. We did find a subway map, but there were no circles drawn with little notes saying ‘place bomb here,’ if that’s what you’re asking.”

“So all he knows about New York is what he’s seen on television. That’s why he picked Times Square. He would have picked someplace famous. He was getting around by subway, so he would have picked a spot near the subway.”

“We have to hurry. There’s no timer on the bomb. If somebody finds it, you know what will happen.

“He also would have picked someplace with a lot of people.” Leopold tapped the side of his head with his fist. “Come on. Think. Think. A lot of people. Famous. Near the subway. Someplace like … someplace like … oh shit. Someplace like Grand Central Terminal.”

“Where are you now?”

“Grand Central.”

“Get the hell out of there.”

“I’ll call you back.”

“Wait …” Click.

The half of the conversation that Lance heard panicked him. “What’s wrong?”

“Get out of here, now. Find security and tell them there might be a bomb in the building and they need to evacuate.”

“A bomb?”

“Yes. Have them call Sergeant Jordan to verify. Hurry.”

Leopold left the restaurant, but instead of following Lance, walked to the middle of the floor and spun in a slow circle, 360 degrees, taking in the entire scene.

Jerome had been lurking nearby, as was his job. He didn’t resent it when his employer enjoyed a sumptuous meal while he remained in the shadows out of sight. It went with the territory. He was at his employer’s side in a moment. “What’s happening?”

“Bomb.”

Jerome took Leopold by the arms, intent on leading him away from danger, but he shook himself free. “Why hasn’t it gone off? This is one of the busiest spots on the planet. Why hasn’t someone found it?”

“We need to go.” Jerome insisted. He prepared to lift Leopold off the floor and carry him bodily if necessary. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

Leopold started to do another 360 degrees, but stopped. “Look.” He pointed to a men’s room door. A plastic sign read, “Out of order.” A woman in uniform happened by. She looked as though she worked there, so Leopold grabbed her arm. “How long has the men’s room been closed?”

She wrenched her arm free but remained polite. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience, sir. There is another men’s room over …”

“Forget that. How long has that one been closed?”

She took a step back from the apparently deranged man who had accosted her. “Since yesterday. A plumbing problem, I think.”

“Call the bomb squad. Have them meet us here.”

She looked to the larger, hopefully saner man. He just nodded.

Suddenly, Leopold dashed towards the men’s room door with Jerome on his heels.”

“We should let the professionals handle this.”

Leopold put a finger to his lips. Then, excruciatingly slowly, he pushed open the door. Most of the lights were out, but a single fluorescent lamp cast a bluish-greenish tint and long shadows. They looked all around. There was a long row of sinks, a long row of urinals, and a long row of stalls. The light was so dim Leopold didn’t see it at first but then, “Look.”

It was sitting atop the door of the very last stall, like a practical joke with a bucket of water. It hung there, just waiting for someone to open the door.

Then the inevitable happened. A train in a nearby tunnel rumbled by, shaking the room. The door to each stall wobbled ever so slightly. Numerous trains must have gone by, shaking this room, and the bag hadn’t fallen. Each train must make it a little more unstable, each time bringing it that much closer to toppling from its precarious perch. Could this be that time?

Jerome must have thought so. Before Leopold could stop him, or even realize what he was doing, his long legs flashed and, in three strides, he was holding up the bag.

Now the train sounded like it was right on the other side of the wall. Both men could feel the shaking and couldn’t believe the bag hadn’t fallen before now.

After an agonizing amount of time, the rumbling faded away, and the room was still, again.

Leopold whispered, “Okay. You can let go now.”

Sweat dripped from the normally stoic black face. “No. I felt it shift. If I let go, it will fall.”

Damn. Leopold didn’t know what to do. Could he hang on until the bomb squad arrived? Even if he did, then what could they do?

He whispered, “Hang on.” Leopold lay down on his back on the (thankfully clean) floor. Using his feet, he pushed himself along the floor, under the stall, careful not to bump Jerome. Once inside, he stood up, the back of his legs against the toilet. He gently put one stabilizing hand on the bag and the other against the door.

“Okay. Together, were going to open the door very slowly, all the way.”

Jerome whispered, “On three?”

“Yes. Okay. One … two … three.”

The door crept open. They swung it all the way open until it nearly touched the door of the stall next to it. Jerome gently slipped his hand free as the other door took its place, holding the bag up.

While Jerome held the door, Leopold found a nearby trash can. It was empty, but heavy enough. He dragged it over and propped it against the door, holding it in place.

His hands finally free, Jerome wiped the sweat from his eyes. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Agreed.”

The rumble began again. Another train.

Both men ran. They had just opened the door and run through it when the bag fell. The hot blast of the explosion blew the door off its hinges and knocked the men off their feet. They landed face first on the hard, marble floor, and the door landed on top of them.


PART TWO: SAN FRANCISCO


CHAPTER NINETEEN


The building had been a warehouse once, although it hadn’t served that function since the early eighties. It was all brick walls and square glass windows and metal staircases. Had it been located in San Francisco proper, it would likely have been converted into the trendy condos that were all the rage during the Reagan era. It was too far south for that, so the owners were pleased when Jacob McCain leased the building. That was more than thirty years ago. Now, the building sat dark and empty once again. A sign out front that said “DataGuard Document Security Services,” once lit by spotlights, was now dark.

Jacob McCain, who had spent three decades of his life there, building a successful business from virtually nothing, had spent the last six months emptying the building. It had been nearly two years since his heart attack. His doctor had been crystal clear on the subject; continuing to work was not an option. He had no choice but to retire. For a year and a half, he tried to find a buyer for the business. He had received a handful of lowball offers, none of which were enough to be taken seriously. In the end, he decided his only choice was to liquidate. Selling off the trucks and equipment individually brought him more money than selling the business as a whole, more than enough for him to retire on. His one big problem was the lease. He had to continue paying rent for another two years unless he could find someone to take it over. The Bay Area was some of the most valuable real estate in the country, but so far, he had found no takers. The property management company was no help. Why should they be? They got their rent no matter who was paying.

McCain sat at his desk, probably for the last time, tying up a few loose ends. The lamp on his ancient, wooden desk was the only visible light source in the building. McCain scratched insistently at the electrode pads on his chests. He was wearing a cardiac monitor and he hated the damned thing. Every morning, he had to attach new pads to his chest. That meant he had to pull off the old ones. For the first week, he just gritted his teeth and yanked them off as hard and fast as he could. They tore divots of thick, gray hair out, and it hurt like hell. The second week, he decided to shave his chest, just the spots where the pads attached. He figured a smooth surface would allow the pads to come off easier and it worked. After a couple of days, however, the hair started to grow back and itched like crazy. Now, instead of a quick pain every morning and be done with it, he had to endure the itching all day long.

“Hello?” A woman’s voice reverberated throughout the empty building. “Hellooooo?”

“In here.” McCain called out. He didn’t bother to get up. Why should he? He didn’t want to meet with her. He regretted agreeing to the meeting. It was a waste of time.

She appeared in the doorway. “Ah, there you are. I should have brought a flashlight.”

“I’m sorry about the lights. The power is shut off.” He tapped his desk lamp. “This thing runs on batteries.”

“That’s quite all right. I’m Rose Grafton. We spoke on the phone.” She stepped forward and reached over the desk, offering a hand, which McCain took.

She wasn’t what McCain was expecting. On the phone, she had been brusque and business-like. In person, she was younger, prettier and, he admitted to himself, darker than he’d expected. He chided himself for assuming she would be white. Then he chided himself for chiding himself. He was an old, white man. He was supposed to be at least a little bigoted.

She continued, “I appreciate you agreeing to see me on such short notice, but I can see we don’t have much time.”

“Much time for what?”

She looked around the room. In the dim light, she spotted a folding chair standing in a corner. She grabbed it and sat down in front of Mr. McCain’s desk. “The people I represent would like to buy your company.”

Oh, where were you a year ago? “You’re a little late, I’m afraid. The company is gone.” He lifted a hand and made a circle in the air. “As you can see. I’ve sold nearly everything except the industrial shredders and the cost of moving them would be more than they’re worth.”

“Nevertheless, my employers wish to buy your company.”

“But all they’ll be buying is the name. Everything else is gone.”

“A name can be very valuable. You started this company, so you know the difficulty in establishing a name for yourself.”

“So this is a shortcut?” This was starting to sound like some kind of scam to McCain.

“More than that. It must have been very hard for your workers when you had to let them all go.”

“It was hard on me, too. I tried to find someone to take over the business.”

“Well, my employers intend to hire back as many of your former employees as they can.”

This sounded too good to be true. “You’ll hire back all the workers who lost their jobs?”

“We think that will generate a great deal of good will in the community. Don’t you agree?”

“What, exactly, are your terms?”

“I am authorized to offer you one hundred thousand dollars.”

“A hundred thousand for, basically, just the name?”

“Plus we will take over your lease.”

The lease. This would solve all his problems. Plus, a hundred thousand dollars he hadn’t been expecting. It would be like found money. “I don’t even have a business manager any more. If I sign over the company …”

“Our attorneys can handle all the paperwork.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


The Bremler Mutual Building sat on the south side of Market Street, within walking distance of the Embarcadero Center. It was a thirty-story, brick structure with a nice view of the bay from the upper floors - on a clear day, of course. It was older than many of the glass and steel-girder towers around it, but had been retrofitted after the 1989 earthquake. It sat on rollers to help it weather tremors, and the records room had three-inch steel plates in the walls to protect vital data not just from earthquakes, but fires, floods and all manner of disasters, natural and man-made. In the modern age of digital records, the reinforced room was no longer necessary, and now served as a storage. Although Bremler Mutual owned the building, the company only occupied three floors. A mail room and storage were located on the fourth floor. The twenty-ninth and thirtieth were offices. The remainder of the building space was rented out to other businesses at insanely high rents that still only barely covered the property taxes. Most of the company had been relocated long ago to parts of the world with lower property values and wages, like the Midwest and Asia. However, the company was officially headquartered in San Francisco, and the current CEO, Carlton F. Bremler, III was determined that the company keep a presence in the city despite the ever-increasing cost of doing business in the Bay Area. He said on many occasions, “My grandfather founded this company right here in San Francisco, and this is where it stays. Bremler will always be a San Francisco company.” Some more cynical individuals speculated the real reason Carlton F. Bremler, III insisted on keeping offices in San Francisco was that he overpaid on his massive Nob Hill mansion and could never get his money back, even at inflated Bay Area real estate prices.

Gil DiMauro walked into the lobby of the Bremler Mutual Building and greeted the guard behind the security desk. “Good morning, Ernie.”

“Morning, Mister D.”

Despite working for a major insurance company, DiMauro was determined not to become a typical corporate jerk, so he made a point of being friendly to the security and cleaning staff. He knew too many corporate assholes who refused to even acknowledge the existence of anyone who held a “menial” job. A lot of the six-figure earners in the company thought his job was menial and rarely acknowledged his existence.

DiMauro rode the elevator to the twenty-ninth floor where he worked as a fraud investigator. He checked out his reflection in the stainless steel surface of the elevator doors, and adjusted the knot of his necktie. It was a black and blue number with swirls of gray and white called Butterfly Trap. It rested on a robin’s egg blue shirt that was, in turn, covered by the jacket of a blue, pin-striped suit. Convinced he looked both business-like and damned good, he ran a hand through his thick, dark hair just to give it that “casually-coiffed” look he worked so hard to maintain. He glanced at his watch. It was 9:23 A.M. He was late. The Old Lady would give him hell for it. Oh well, DiMauro thought, I’m used to it.

There was a ding, the doors opened, and DiMauro was assailed by the sounds of seventy people all talking at once.

“What the hell?”

He looked out across a sea of cubicles and realized everyone was on the telephone at the same time. The twenty-ninth floor was occupied mostly by account managers, accountants, and a few underwriters. There was always someone on the phone, but this was the first time in his memory that the entire floor was on the phone at once. The noise was, if not deafening, at least distracting.

DiMauro walked the long way around the floor so as not to walk past the Old Lady’s door. No point in announcing his tardiness. The Fraud Unit took up one small corner of the twenty-ninth floor, just three cubicles and one small office.

DiMauro slipped into his cubicle and powered up his computer. With any luck, the Old Lady was too busy kicking puppies or laughing at homeless people or whatever it was the grouchy, old battle-ax got up to when she thought no one was looking to notice his arrival.

DiMauro first checked his email. He saw no knew fraud cases. It was all boring corporate emails about 401K plans and updates to the company policy handbook. Yawn.

Next, he checked the “tip line.” Bremler had established an email for anyone within or outside the company to submit tips on possible insurance fraud. DiMauro checked it first thing every morning. On average, the “tip line” would get between fifteen and twenty emails a week. In DiMauro’s experience, very few lead to a real fraud case and even fewer to an interesting one.

For the second time that morning, he said, “What the hell?”

His computer informed him, “YOU HAVE 1,041 UNREAD MESSAGES.”

That couldn’t possibly be right. He hit the refresh button.

“YOU HAVE 1,097 UNREAD MESSAGES.”

What? He hit the refresh button again.

“YOU HAVE 1,118 UNREAD MESSAGES.”

It must be spam, DiMauro thought.

A gravelly, smoke-ravaged voice shouted, “DiMauro!”

DiMauro was so startled he nearly jumped out of his chair. “Jesus. Why do you do that?” He swiveled his chair to face the wizened, diminutive figure. The Old Lady was barely as tall standing up as DiMauro was sitting down.

“You’re late again,” she barked.

“My bus was late.”

“You’re always late.”

“And yet, you always act surprised.”

“My office. Now.”

The tiny figure stomped to her office, and DiMauro followed. The Old Lady had been a cop once upon a time, for a very long time. DiMauro wasn’t certain how long, but he wouldn’t have been surprised to learn she had once busted Fred Flintstone for drunk and disorderly. She was far too old to continue on the police force, but retirement was anathema to her. She may no longer have been physically able to handle police work, but her mind was as sharp as ever, so she ran the Fraud Unit for Bremler Mutual.

DiMauro assumed he was going to get another lecture on punctuality until he entered the small office and spotted Ursula Randall and Garrett Nash waiting for them. They were the other two investigators. The entire Fraud Unit, just four people, was in that tiny office, and they only met for disasters.

Uh-oh. “What’s happened?”

The Old lady closed the door, which partially muffled the raucous noise outside, and walked behind her desk before responding. There was a creaking noise as she sat down. DiMauro wasn’t certain if the noise was her chair or her joints.

“Morley Safer,” the Old Lady said.

There were only two guest chairs in the Old Lady’s office and both were occupied, so DiMauro leaned against a wall. “Okay, I’m going to need a little more information.”

“Don’t you watch 60 Minutes?”

“Of course I don’t watch 60 Minutes. I’m not old. I also don’t listen to Amos and Andy on the radio, attend hootenannies, or take my best gal down to the malt shop for an egg cream.”

“Well if you did, smartass, you’d know they did a piece on health care fraud last Sunday. According to some statistic they quoted, eighty-five percent of people don’t read the explanation of benefits their insurance companies send them. They ended the program by telling people to read everything the insurance company sends them and make sure there aren’t any unauthorized charges.”

“I see where this is going.”

“That’s right. This morning, everybody in America opened their mail, and a bunch of people we insure are calling to complain about charges they don’t recognize.”

“Is that why it’s so noisy here?”

“Yes. The company is getting inundated with phone calls, and the call centers can’t handle them all. Everyone is taking calls from angry people screaming about fraud on their insurance policies. I mean everyone, too. Claims examiners, underwriters, and account managers are all answering the phones.” The Old lady pointed to the ceiling. Even You-Know-Who.”

DiMauro glanced at the ceiling. Carlton Bremler’s office was on the thirtieth floor. It must be bad if the CEO was taking customer service calls. “Okay, so how many of these calls are really the result of bogus claims?”

Ursula piped up. “All of them.”

“All of them?” DiMauro couldn’t believe that. “There were over a thousand emails on the tip line.”

“More than that. Garret and I have been reviewing claims since we got here at eight this morning.”

The Old Lady said, “I talked with the Head of Claims. Last week, the company paid three hundred thousand dollars above the usual payout. That’s probably how much they paid in fraudulent claims.”

“Three hundred thousand dollars over the norm in one week?” DiMauro said. “Why didn’t they report it to us sooner?”

The Old Lady grunted in annoyance. Then, “They count on their damned computers to tell them when something is wrong. None of those idiots can actually think for themselves. The claims didn’t trip any of the filters. There were no red flags, so they thought everything was fine. That is, until the phones started ringing off the hook.”

“That’s ridiculous. An extra three hundred thousand dollars in claims is suspicious on its own.”

Ursula said, “Not necessarily. This company pays out millions for medical claims every month. Three hundred thousand is within the variance.”

“Bullshit,” DiMauro and the Old Lady said simultaneously.

DiMauro pointed to the Old lady. “Jinx. You owe me a soda.”

“Shut up.”

“So what do we do now?”

“This company has spent millions on computerized fraud detection, security filters designed to spot suspicious claims and flag them for review. Somehow, these claims slipped by all of them. We have to figure out how. That’s number one. Number two, we have to figure out who the fraudsters behind this are and shut them down.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Gil stared at his computer monitor, skimming through the headlines of online news sites.

PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES GIVE OPINIONS ON LATEST MIDEAST CRISIS

UNEMPLOYMENT UP, JOBLESS CLAIMS DOWN, ECONOMIC NEWS GRIM BUT HOPEFUL

THE ROLLING STONES LATEST “FAREWELL TOUR”

Another one?

LATEST MOVIE REVIEWS: AVENGERS, BATMAN, SUPERMAN

There are a lot of movies about guys in tights and capes this year, thought DiMauro.

CELEBRITY SEX SCANDAL

He definitely wasn’t going to find what he was looking for here. Unfortunately, this is where he stopped when he heard, “DiMauro! Goddamnit!”

“Jesus.” Once again, he nearly leapt out of his chair. “Haven’t we talked about that?”

“You’re supposed to be researching those bogus claims and figuring out how they’re getting past our security, not reading about some broad on TV who got caught in a gang bang with the New York Giants.”

“Ursula and Garrett are handling that. I’m doing something more important.”

“More important?”

“Yeah. Didn’t you say we needed to find out who was behind this? I’m looking into news reports for any info on the data breach. That’s the best way of locating these fraudsters.”

“What data breach?”

“Are you new at this? In order to create bogus insurance claims, the fraudsters need patient information like names and addresses and social security numbers. That data had to come from somewhere. Three hundred thousand dollars means hundreds, if not thousands, of patient’s’ personal data was stolen. A data breach that large can’t go unnoticed.”

“I mean what makes you think there was a data breach from a single source. Couldn’t the data have been stolen from multiple sources?”

DiMauro shook his head. “Nope. If the crooks were getting the data piecemeal, then claims would be coming into the office a little at a time. Instead, we got hit with them all at once. That means one single data source.”

The Old Lady slapped him on the shoulder, enthusiastically. “I think you’re onto something. So what did you find?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Not a damned thing. Either the data breach hasn’t been discovered yet, or it’s being covered up.”

“Well, that was a big waste of time. At least it’s not all bad news. I’ve been calling around to some of my contacts with some other insurance companies. Officially, they aren’t saying anything but, off the record, I got some to admit they’ve been hit as hard as we have, some even harder.”

“How is that good news?”

“It means Bremler isn’t the source of the stolen data. If it were, we’d be the only insurance company getting these phony claims.”

“Good point, I guess.”

“My office. Now.”

She began marching towards her office, and DiMauro got up to follow. “One of these days, you’re going to say ‘please’ and I’ll drop dead from shock.”

The Old Lady stopped in her tracks and turned around. “Please.” When DiMauro didn’t immediately respond, she said, “Yeah, I knew you were bluffing.”

They found someone waiting for them when they arrived. A man in a gray suit with a shaved head stood with his arms folded, staring out a window in the Old Lady’s office. He turned to face them when they arrived.

The Old Lady said, “This is Gil DiMauro, my senior investigator.”

“Nice to meet you,” Carlton Bremler said. In fact, DiMauro had met the CEO previously but didn’t bother to point it out. Neither man offered the other a hand. “I’ve been apprised of the situation. It looks very bad for the company. I’d like to know what is being done about it.”

“This is a sophisticated fraud ring,” the Old lady said. “There is very little chance we’ll ever recover the money we’ve lost. Our best bet is to stop any future bogus claims. DiMauro has a theory that the patient data used in these bogus claims came from a single source. I think he’s right. If we locate that source, we’ll be able to identify the fraud ring and shut it down.”

The CEO didn’t seem happy with that answer. “It sounds like this may take some time. In the meantime, we’re still vulnerable. Is there anything I can do to help? Do you need more staff or resources?”

The CEO must really have been worried. Normally, the Old Lady had to fight tooth and nail for every paperclip. The company hated spending any money on the Fraud Unit. The Old Lady and her staff might save the company a million dollars or more every year but those savings didn’t show up as profits, so the company usually didn’t give a damn. The Old Lady actually preferred it that way. She was much more productive with a small staff, a tiny budget, and no corporate pencil-pushers looking over her shoulders. “We don’t need anything now, but I might take you up on your offer later.”

DiMauro decided to give his two cents. “I think we should call Johnny.”

“Johnny who?” The CEO asked.

“Johnny Chavez,” DiMauro explained, “is our usual contact with the FBI.”

The CEO shook his head. “I’d rather we didn’t do that if we don’t have to.”

DiMauro didn’t like the sound of that. “Insurance fraud like this comes under the heading of mail fraud and wire fraud, which makes it a Federal case. We have to report it.”

“I understand that, but do we have to report it now? Can we do our own investigation first?”

Now DiMauro was really nervous. This almost sounded like he was being asked to take part in a cover-up. “Well, I guess we could wait, but why? Other insurance companies have been hit, so the FBI may already know something. We could coordinate and share data.”

Carlton Bremler leaned close to DiMauro and put a fatherly arm around his shoulders, which made DiMauro even more nervous. “Mr. DiMauro, do you know what the single most important asset any insurance company can have is?”

“An espresso machine in the breakroom?”

“Its reputation. Once that’s been sullied, it can take years, even decades, to repair the damage. You can see that, can’t you?”

Sullied? Who talks like that? “Uh, I guess.”

“Good.

“But we can’t keep something like this secret.”

“I’m not proposing we do. The company has paid hundreds of thousands of dollars in fraudulent claims. Nothing can change that. However, if we can find this fraud ring and shut it down on our own, that will show we can take care of business. That will go a long way in bolstering our shareholders’ confidence.”

The office door burst open and Ursula bounced in. “Who’s a genius? This gal … oops.” She skidded to a halt when the saw the CEO. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were in a meeting.”

“Please tell me you have good news,” the Old lady said. “I could really use some about now.”

“I figured out how the claims are getting past our security filters.”

“Excuse me,” the CEO said. “What security filters?”

It irritated the Old Lady to no end that the man running this company knew so little about how insurance companies worked. “We have programs that identify suspicious claims and flag them for review before payment. You know how a credit card company reviews your purchase and calls you if they see anything out of character? For example, if you normally only use your credit card to buy books or groceries and then, one day, they see a charge for a five-thousand-dollar computer, they won’t authorize the charge until they contact you and make sure your credit card wasn’t stolen. Well, it’s the same principle. The filters review claims to make sure they’re consistent with previous medical history.”

“That’ sounds very clever.”

“It’s more than clever,” DiMauro said. “Those filters are brilliant. I should know. I wrote them.”

Ursula cleared her throat. “Uh, we wrote them.”

“I wouldn’t sound so smug if I were you,” the Old Lady said. “Considering they seem to have failed miserably.”

Ursula said, “But that’s just it. They haven’t failed. All the fraudulent claims we’ve received are totally consistent with past medical history. If a patient has a history of diabetes, then the bogus claim is for diabetic supplies. If the patient has a heart condition, then the claim is for a pacemaker. Somehow, the fraud ring has gotten ahold of the complete medical histories of these patients, and is sending in phony claims that match.”

DiMauro plopped down into one of the Old Lady’s guest chairs and clasped his hands behind his head, looking very smug indeed. “Well, now we know.”

“Know what?” the Old Lady demanded.

“Where the data is coming from. It’s the health care providers. It must be.”

“Now wait a damned minute. You just got done telling me the data breach must have been at a single location.”

“That’s right.”

“Well, I’ve checked, and a lot of these doctors and therapists and clinics are totally unrelated to each other. How can there be a single data breach when none of these providers share data?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, that’s just great!”

“The providers are the only ones with that kind of medical info. They have to be connected, somehow.”

“Okay then, let’s find out how. You two start paying a visit to some of these providers. Start with ones in the city and work your way outward. Tell them Bremler is just doing an audit. That’s the official line. Unofficially, I want you to snoop around and see what these places have in common.”

DiMauro said, “Hey, maybe they all use the same employment agency.”

Ursula suggested, “Maybe they use the same billing software or the same tech support. Anyone with access to the billing computers could easily slip in a keystroke logger.”

“Whatever it is, find out,” the Old Lady snapped. When the investigators didn’t move right away, she added, “I mean now. Move.”

They moved.

“It sounds like you have everything under control,” the CEO said when they were alone. “Please keep me apprised of your progress.”

She wanted to tell the pompous, self-important, do-nothing to go stick his face in a fan. The Old Lady was a hard case by nature, and office politics did not come easy for her. Her impolitic nature had dogged her throughout her career on the police force, and it dogged her at Bremler Mutual. Nevertheless, she clenched her jaw and said, “Thank you. I will.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Although the quote has been attributed to him on many occasions, New York Yankee Yogi Berra never said, “Nobody drives in New York. There’s too much traffic.” Regardless of who said it, that was an accurate description of driving in New York City. San Francisco wasn’t quite so bad, but driving, and especially finding a parking place, were still a colossal pain in the ass. Particularly in Chinatown where the streets were regularly clogged with aimless tourists looking for a place to eat, and hardworking merchants who had neither the time nor inclination to worry about traffic laws. Both Gil DiMauro and Ursula Randall were longtime residents of the city and knew this, which is why they chose to take the bus to their first destination.

The Yang-Hsing Health Center located behind an old-fashioned, pebble-glass door was situated between a fish market and one of those tourist shops that sells T-shirts, snow globes, and paper lanterns with pictures of the Golden Gate Bridge. Despite, or perhaps because of its location, there was no hint of Eastern medicine in the lobby. The gleaming white walls decorated with bland watercolors, and a table covered with old National Geographic magazines were designed to make a “Western medicine” statement. DiMauro knew from reviewing the center’s claim history that they didn’t even dabble in the few Eastern treatments that were covered by insurance, like acupuncture. While white Americans were increasingly enamored of “alternative therapies,” including Chinese medicine, more and more Asians in America were eschewing traditional Chinese medicine in favor of Western science.

A pretty Chinese woman in pink scrubs sat behind the front desk. She looked up as they approached.

“We’re with Bremler Mutual. We called about doing an audit.” Ursula took out one of her business cards but, instead of handing over the card to the woman, she held in in front of her like she was displaying a police badge. DiMauro tried not to roll his eyes. That girl watched way too many cop shows on TV, he thought.

The woman smiled and said, “Yes. We’re all ready for you. My name is Debbie Ling. I’m the office manager. Please follow me.” She led the investigators through the office, past some examination rooms, to a room at the end of a hall. The room held three computers and several cardboard boxes piled up on the floor. “This is where we keep our medical records and also where we do billing. I’m afraid a lot of our files are paper. We haven’t gotten them all digitized, yet, but I can assure you they are all here and all in order.

“This is gonna take a long time.” Ursula said. “We better get started, Gil.”

Ignoring her, DiMauro walked to a corner of the room where he located a large, orange trash receptacle. It had a lid with a large slot and a padlock. It was a standard shredder bin, used for disposing of paper with sensitive information. He stared at it, seemingly entranced.

“Uh, Gil, can we get started, please?”

DiMauro slowly stuck his hand into the slot and then quickly withdrew it.

Ursula didn’t bother to hide her annoyance. “Earth to Gil.”

DiMauro turned to Ms. Ling. “We’re done here. Thank you for your cooperation.

Both women stared at him as he left. Ms. Ling called after him. “But we spent hours getting these records together. Aren’t you even going to look at them?” She gave a puzzled look to Ursula, who shrugged and ran after DiMauro.

She caught up with him outside, where he had his phone out. “What the hell…?”

DiMauro held up a wait-a-minute finger.

A feminine voice on his phone said, “Thank you for calling Dr. Steven Blane’s office. How may I help you?”

“Hello. My name is Gil DiMauro. I’m with Bremler Mutual. We have an appointment to go over your medical records this afternoon.”

“Yes, sir. We’re still getting the records together, but we’ll be ready this afternoon.”

“That’s why I called. It seems we finished with our first appointment earlier than expected. We’re on our way now. We should be there in ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes?” The voice now sounded flustered. “But you weren’t supposed to be here until two. We aren’t ready yet.”

“That’s not a problem. We’ll just take a look at what you’ve got.” DiMauro clicked off his phone before the voice could object further.

DiMauro started walking. Ursula followed, demanding, “What the hell are you doing?”

“My job.”

It was a short walk from Chinatown to North beach, where Steven Blane had his office. It was exactly ten minutes when they arrived. The receptionist was not happy but, as before, they were led to the medical records room. This was a single-doctor operation, unlike Yang-Hsing, so the records room was much smaller. There was a single computer, a scanner, a metal shelf that held paper files that DiMauro assumed were waiting to be scanned and digitized, and a big, orange shredder bin. This time, DiMauro pulled his phone out of his pocket and took a picture of the bin.

“Thank you for your cooperation. Have a nice day.” Then he left, much to the consternation of the receptionist.

Before Ursula could ask, once again, what he was doing, DiMauro was already making another call.

“Sir Francis Drake Cardiology. How may I direct your call?”

“Hi. This is Gil DiMauro with Bremler Mutual. We should be arriving in about twenty minutes to do an audit.”

“What? But you weren’t supposed to be here until tomorrow.”

“Change of plans. See you soon.”

At first, the office manager at Sir Francis Drake told them to come back tomorrow. DiMauro said, “We aren’t coming back tomorrow. We do this now or not at all.”

The office manager relented and showed them to the medical records room. Just as before, DiMauro started to leave as soon as he saw the orange shredder bin.

Ursula stepped in front of him, her arms crossed. “That’s it. We aren’t taking another step until you explain what it is you’re doing.”

DiMauro gave her a big smile. “What do you think I’m doing?”

“I get it. You think there’s something wrong with the shredder bins but why?”

In a faux British accent, DiMauro said, “Ah, my dear Watson. You see, but you do not observe.”

Ursula wasn’t normally one for cussing, but DiMauro frequently taxed her patience. “I swear to God, if you start that shit with me, I will kick you in the nuts.”

“Stick your hand in it.”

“What?”

DiMauro pointed to the bin. “Go stick your hand in it.”

Suspecting some sort of joke, she walked over to the bin and slowly put her hand into the slot. “Ow.” She withdrew her hand quickly. Then she put her hand in again, feeling all around the edge of the slot. The edge looked smooth from the outside, but she could feel it was rough and jagged.

“Now check out the lock,” DiMauro said.

Ursula peered closely at the padlock. The padlock and hasp looked perfectly normal but, upon closer inspection, she could see tiny cracks around the screws that held the hasp in place. They were barely noticeable, but they were there and they shouldn’t be.

Now she understood. “This isn’t a real shredder bin. This is just a regular trash bin that’s been modified.”

“Exactly. Somebody cut a slot in the top and added a lock and didn’t do a very good job of it.” DiMauro turned to the office manager. “When did you change document shredding services?”

The office manager said, “About three months ago.”

“Why did you change?”

“They charged us half what anyone else would.”

“Were you looking to find a new service?”

“Actually, no. They approached us.”

“That’s what I thought.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


The Old Lady looked at the picture on DiMauro’s phone. “It’s déjà vu all over again.” Yogi Berra really did say this.

“You’ve seen a scam like this before?” DiMauro asked.

“It’s an old trick in a new suit. I worked on the Organized Crime Task Force for a while, back in the eighties. Mobsters always have their fingers in the trash hauling business. One of them was a guy called Sylvio ‘Big Mouth’ Moretti.”

“‘Big Mouth’ Moretti?” DiMauro laughed. “You’re making that up.”

“Nope. It’s a true story. He had part ownership in a trash company, and some of his clients were those big stock brokerages that were making a killing back then. Before he took the trash to the dump, he’d sift through it, looking for any stock tips he could use. The guy made a fortune before I wised up to him.”

“What happened? Did you send him to jail?”

“Never got the chance. He hadn’t let his business partners in on what he was doing and they didn’t like being out in the cold. He ended up in the East River. Well, parts of him did, anyway.”

“Ew.”

“Back then, businesses were really sloppy with their paper. These days, everyone is worried about leaks. That’s why these document disposal companies exist. How sure are you about this?”

“Very. I called a dozen other providers. They’ve all switched to DataGuard Document Destruction Service in the last two or three months, and all are getting the service really cheap. Too cheap. This has to be the source of the stolen patient info.”

“How could all these people be so dumb as to switch to a brand new service nobody ever heard of just because they’re cheap?”

Ursula walked into the Old Lady’s office. “Actually, it’s not new, and it’s not unheard of. I did some checking. DataGuard has been around for thirty years, and they have a great reputation. It looks like Gil’s theory is wrong.”

DiMauro shook his head. “No way. This has to be it. Maybe the company got bought out recently by some crooks.”

“Nope. The company has the same owner and management it’s had since the day it was founded. Hate to burst your bubble, Gil.” This wasn’t true. Ursula resented DiMauro’s role as the Old Lady’s favorite, and she enjoyed bursting his bubble whenever she got the chance.

The Old lady looked expectantly at DiMauro. “Well?”

“I’m right.” DiMauro said. “I know I am.”

“A thirty-year-old company doesn’t suddenly turn crooked without reason.”

“Then I just need to find out the reason.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


The day Jacob McCain retired, they would get a dog. That was the agreement he and his wife, Marjorie, had made twenty years ago. They had both wanted a dog, but agreed the company and the children and Marjorie’s frequent trips to the East Coast to visit with those horrible relatives that Jacob hated made it impractical, if not impossible. They agreed it was unfair to any beast to spend all day locked up in a house alone, waiting for someone to let it out for five minutes before being brought back into the house because they were both too tired to play with it. So they decided to wait until they could give it the attention it deserved. Jacob often dreamed of a big, lumbering Labrador, romping through the park during the day and sleeping at the foot of his bed at night. It was most often a black lab in his dreams, sometimes a golden retriever and, once in a while, a German shepherd. Jacob knew he wanted something big and active.

The day of his retirement, Marjorie came home with a Chinese crested. It was a tiny, yapping little monster, mostly hairless except for its feet and a powder puff on its head. It looked like a Chihuahua with a Mohawk and fuzzy slippers. It was an old lady’s dog. Adding insult to injury, Marjorie had named the little abomination Alphonse.

Jacob was crushed. At least, at first he was. Soon, however, they made an interesting discovery - the dog hated Marjorie. In fact, it seemed to hate everyone it came in contact with, issuing a growl that sounded like a Rottweiler on helium. No one was safe from its ire.

No one, that is, but Jacob McCain.

Jacob wasn’t certain why the dog liked him. Perhaps it was because he was the only human it ever encountered that didn’t immediately try to pick it up and talk baby talk to it. “Aww. Who’s a pwecious widdle puppy?” For whatever the reason, man and dog bonded over their shared disdain for a woman so thoughtless as to buy a grown man a Chinese crested.

Jacob called him Al.

He was taking Al on his afternoon walk through the grounds of the Palace of Fine Arts. It was an ideal spot for Jacob and Al. It was a beautiful and peaceful spot with grass and a pond. There were always tourists and students lounging around on the grass. Sometimes one of them would see Al and approach. “Oh, he’s so cute. Can I pet him?”

Jacob would respond. “Careful, he’s vicious.”

Assuming he was kidding, the unsuspecting fool would stick out a hand, only to yank it back. Al would lunge, snapping and snarling like the Hound of the Baskervilles. Jacob loved the look on the fool’s face. It was always a highlight of his day.

This day, a different kind of fool approached the pair. He was neither a student nor tourist. He wore a fine-looking suit, but Jacob thought he spoiled it with an ugly tie. The young man came up alongside Jacob and Al. “Mr. McCain?”

I’m retired, Jacob though irritably. There was no reason this young man should be pestering him. He tried walking faster, but the interloper matched his gait.

“I’m sorry to bother you like this, but you won’t answer your phone and you haven’t returned my messages. I’m Gil DiMauro with Bremler Mutual.”

“I got your message. I don’t need any more insurance.”

“I’m not trying to sell you insurance. I need to talk to you about your company.”

“I don’t have a company.”

“I’m talking about DataGuard.”

“I don’t own that company any more.”

“Yes, you do.”

“No, I sold the company.”

“No, you didn’t.”

Jacob stopped and Al took the opportunity to start snapping at DiMauro’s ankles. “Don’t talk to me that way. Who do you think you are? I signed the paperwork transferring ownership of DataGuard three months ago.”

“You may have signed the paperwork, but did you submit the paperwork?”

“What?”

“Or did you leave that up to the buyer?”

When McCain didn’t answer, DiMauro continued. “I’ve researched this and found no indication that DataGuard ever changed hands. As far as the government, and therefore my company are concerned, you still own DataGuard.”

“No, that’s impossible.”

“I have reason to believe DataGuard is involved in something very shady. If the company is doing something illegal, then you could be in big trouble.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


DiMauro had just sat down at his desk when …

“DiMauro!”

This time, he did jump out of his seat. “Dammit. You do that every time.”

“And yet you always act surprised,” the Old Lady said. “Come with me. We have a meeting.”

“What meeting?”

“His majesty wants a progress report.”

“Ugh.”

During the elevator ride to the thirtieth floor, DiMauro asked, “Why does the CEO even care about this case? It’s three hundred thousand dollars. Sure, that’s a lot to normal people, but this company loses more than that in fraud every quarter, and he never gave a damn before.”

The Old Lady held up a stack of papers she was carrying. “This is why. These are the production reports from the Claims Department. Last month, they paid out one hundred and fifty thousand over the average. In the month before, the payout was seventy-five thousand over the average. Assuming those amounts are for fraudulent claims and not simply a statistical variation …”

“Which they could be.”

“Yes, they could be, but if they aren’t then that means the fraudsters behind this are doubling up every month. That sounds pretty damned scary to our king. He may not know dick about insurance fraud, but he can sure multiply by two.”

They arrived at the thirtieth floor, and a receptionist let them to the CEO’s office. DiMauro had never been in there before. It was big. It took up one entire side of the building. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a glorious view of the bay. They stood in front of a huge, glass-topped desk with not even a hint of a smudge or thumbprint. It must have been a bitch to keep it looking that pristine. The office had a private bathroom and an espresso machine.

Yes, it was good to be the king, DiMauro thought.

They were looking at the high back of a massive leather chair. At first, they thought it was empty, but then it turned slowly, revealing the bald head and expensive Brooks Brothers suit of President and CEO, Carlton F. Bremler, III.

DiMauro half expected him to press his fingertips together and say, “Ve have vays of making you talk, Mr. Bond.” Instead, he said, “I hope you have some good news to report.”

When he didn’t say anything right away, the Old Lady jabbed DiMauro in the side with a bony elbow. “Oh, me? Uh, well, I … we think we’ve identified the data breach. It’s a document disposal company called DataGuard. After the owner liquidated nearly all the company’s assets, a woman named Rose Grafton offered him a hundred grand for, basically, the name.”

“Why would anyone do that?” Bremler asked. Before DiMauro could respond, “No, wait. I think I understand. It takes time for a new business to build up a client base. Buying an existing business with a reputation is a shortcut. People are far more likely to hire a company that has existed for years than a brand new, untested company. Only, wouldn’t people realize it was under new management?”

“Nope. The paperwork was never filed. As far as the U.S. government is concerned, Jacob McCain still owns DataGuard.”

“So this woman, Rose Grafton, is the real thief?”

Before DiMauro could answer, the Old Lady said, “Apparently so, but we haven’t been able to find out anything about her. As far as we can tell, she doesn’t exist. She set McCain up to be the fall guy.”

“Is it possible this Rose Grafton person really doesn’t exist? Perhaps McCain really is the mastermind behind this plot, and Rose Grafton is just his alibi?”

The Old Lady repressed and angry sigh. She hated it when people who didn’t know what they were talking about played detective. “That doesn’t make any sense. McCain sold all his equipment.”

“I see.” Mr. Bremler was annoyed that his theory was shot down so quickly, even though he had to acknowledge the Old Lady was probably right. “So what do we do now?”

“We hand it over to the FBI.” DiMauro said, eager to let someone else deal with the DataGuard case.

“And what will the FBI do?”

DiMauro stammered for bit. He didn’t really know what the FBI would do. “Well, I guess they’ll look for proof.”

“So we don’t have any actual proof that DataGuard is behind this?”

“No.”

“Then why don’t we get some proof before we call the FBI and risk getting hit with a lawsuit for false accusations.”

That excuse was bullshit, and the Old Lady knew it. There were laws protecting insurance companies from just that sort of thing. “With all due respect, I don’t think …”

Mr. Bremler cut her off. “How about an undercover operation?”

The Old Lady began making a harsh, hacking noise. Mr. Bremler thought she was having some sort of attack, but DiMauro recognized it for that it was; she was laughing. After she got ahold of herself, she said, “Oh, you’re serious?”

“Mr. DiMauro here can pose as a prospective client and take a look at DataGuard’s operation. That’s the best way to find the proof we need, don’t you think?”

The Old Lady’s face was normally the color and texture of faded leather. Now it took on a darker, redder hue. “Could you step outside for a moment, Gil?”

“Uh, sure.”

As soon as he was outside and the door closed, the Old Lady put her hands on the desk and leaned across the glass expanse until her face was almost touching the CEO’s. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

“What?” He was so startled he nearly fell back in his chair.

“I run the Fraud Unit, not you.”

Now the CEO was furious. He stood up. “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to? You work for me.”

“I work for me. You just happen to be the one who benefits. Let me remind you of our agreement. When you hired me, I took the job with one condition: no interference from you or anyone. If that’s changed, I walk right now.”

Mr. Bremler didn’t know how to deal with someone who wasn’t afraid of him. His usual weapons, threats, and bombast were guns with no bullets as far as the Old Lady was concerned. “I’m still your boss.”

“You were losing millions every year to fraud before I arrived. The company was paying out more than it was making in premiums. I’m the one who put a stop to that and I did it with just three investigators and no budget. You think you can do better, be my guest.” She started to leave.

“Wait.” He had to admit, everything she said was true. He had hired expensive consultants and bought million-dollar security software. Nothing had worked until the Old Lady came on the scene. If she left now, he had no idea how he would replace her. Without admitting to any wrongdoing, which he was expert at, he said, “I’m sorry if you feel I’ve stepped on your toes. It’s just that word about this has leaked to some of the shareholders. They don’t have any details, but it’s still enough to make people nervous. It isn’t enough to simply stop the fraud and catch whoever is behind it. It is vitally important that Bremler Mutual be seen as the driving force behind any investigation. You do see that, don’t you?”

The Old lady didn’t answer, so he said, “Just do this for me. Afterwards, I will accept whatever recommendation you make.” Then he added that one word he tried never to use with his employees. “Please.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Daly City was about twenty minutes south of San Francisco. Since they were using the expense account, DiMauro and Garrett decided to take a cab rather than a BART train. Garrett fiddled with his tie the entire drive. His usual manner of dress consisted of blue jeans and a black T-shirt, the standard uniform of a young man trying not to look corporate. Bremler Mutual had a casual dress code for all non-managers who didn’t regularly work with the public. Garrett Nash didn’t own even one necktie and liked it that way. He did own one suit that he hadn’t worn since his sister’s wedding. DiMauro was forced not only to loan Garrett one of his beloved Jerry Garcia ties, but to tie it for him since Garrett usually got by with borrowed clip-ons.

Daly City wasn’t a tourist destination like San Francisco, but it was pleasant enough. It was a bright, sunny day, unusual for a city that got even more fog than San Francisco. They arrived at DataGuard, and DiMauro told the driver to wait and to leave the meter running. What the hell. He wasn’t paying for it. DataGuard’s current base of operations was a massive converted warehouse. DiMauro looked around the grounds and began to have serious doubts about his theory. In a fenced in yard were visible several enormous trucks and dozens of those familiar orange bins. The hardest part of this sort of insurance fraud was obtaining the patient info necessary to create the bogus claims. After that, all a crook needed was a computer, printer, a simple billing program, and a lot of paper, and he could create thousands of phony claims. A source like this could be worth millions. Still this was a huge operation that would have required massive up-front capital. He reminded himself that, if the fraudsters held true to form, Bremler would get hit with another six thousand in claims, and so would several other insurance companies. That amount of money would be worth the investment.

 

A tall, painfully skinny white man appeared, smiling and holding out a friendly hand as he approached.

“Hello there. You must be Mr. Jones.”

DiMauro took the man’s hand. “That’s right. This is my secretary, sorry, I mean administrative assistant, Gary.”

Garrett silently bristled at the introduction but couldn’t do anything about it. DiMauro was the senior investigator, so Garrett was relegated to the role of secretary. He also hated being called Gary.

“My name is Jason Conor. We spoke on the phone. I’m the general manager here. So I understand you want a tour of our facilities.”

“That’s right. You were recommended by the Yang-Hsing Health Center. They say good things about you. They also say your prices are right. I represent a couple of young doctors, fresh out of residency and looking to set up shop in the Bay Area. They’re just starting out so, as you can imagine, they’re concerned about costs, but they don’t want to skimp on security. We want to be sure there’s no chance any paperwork will fall into the wrong hands.”

“Well, you’ve come to the right place. Why don’t we start with a quick overview of our processes? Take a look at that.” Mr. Conor pointed to a large truck lumbering down the driveway towards the warehouse. DataGuard and a number twelve was stenciled on the side. The vehicle disappeared around the side of the building. “That’s one of our trucks. It’s taking its load to be destroyed. All of our trucks have GPS trackers installed. All our drivers have set schedules and must report in at each stop. Not even the smallest deviation is possible without being recorded. Now come with me.”

The three men walked to an office at the side of the warehouse. Inside was a bank of monitors. DiMauro could see several different views of the inside of the warehouse. The truck with the number twelve on the side was now parked, and men were unloading the orange bins. One man was passing out keys to the others.”

“As you can see, gentlemen, our drivers don’t even have the keys to the shredder bins. They couldn’t remove any paper even if they wanted to. The bins are never unlocked until they are ready to be emptied. The paper is dumped into the shredding machine where it is cut to less than half the recommended size. The confetti is unreadable, so we bale it and sell it for recycling. Recycled paper is a surprising lucrative business. That’s how we are able to keep costs down.”

DiMauro peered closer at one of the monitors. There were security cameras everywhere. There were also a few windows but they were high up and frosted, so even if someone could get high enough, it would be impossible to see inside. “So everything inside is recorded?”

“That’s right. As you can see, the recordings are time stamped. If you ever have any concerns about security, you can request to see any recording at any time for no charge. Just call and ask.”

“That’s all very impressive.”

Before DiMauro has a change to ask anything else, another man entered the office. He was Filipino, not tall, but very broad. He wasn’t fat, but he had a powerful, muscular build which was not well concealed by his business suit. He wasn’t built like a typical bodybuilder, however. He didn’t look like a man who worked out. He looked like a man who worked.

“My name is Mr. Salazar. I am director of operations. I apologize, but we have a full plate at the moment and are not taking any new clients.” He gave a dangerous look to his coworker. “Mr. Conor should have checked with me before dragging you all the way down here and wasting your time.”

“That’s quite all right,” DiMauro said amiably. “Are you sure you won’t reconsider? We are talking about just two doctors. It’s not a large operation at all.”

“I’m very sorry. Mr. Conor will show you out.” He left without another word.

Mr. Conor apologized profusely and repeatedly all the way during the walk back to the taxi.

As soon as the taxi was out of sight of the warehouse, Garrett whipped off the tie, wadded it up and handed it to DiMauro. “I guess they made us.”

DiMauro unfolded the tie and began smoothing out the wrinkles. “No shit, Sherlock.”

“So what do we do now?”

“We report back to the Old Lady. She reports to the FBI, and that’ll be the end of our involvement. Then it’s somebody else’s problem.”

“But we didn’t learn anything.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. We now know definitely that DataGuard is lying.”

“And just how do we know that?”

“Didn’t you notice the windows?”

“What windows?”

“The windows in the room where they shred the paper.” DiMauro said. “I saw them on the video monitors.”

“What about them?”

“They were too dim.” DiMauro looked at his watch. “It’s 10:30, and the windows were on the east side. Bright sunlight should have been streaming through those windows.”

Garrett took a moment to process this information. “So the video feed we saw wasn’t live. It was a recording.”

“Exactly.”

“But is that enough evidence to get the FBI to act?”

“Maybe. Probably not. Like I said, it’s not our problem any more.”

“You know, there is something else we could do.”

Uh-oh. “No, there isn’t.”

“Sure there is. You’ve heard of ‘honor among thieves,’ haven’t you?”

“What about it?”

“Ain’t no such thing. I say we corner one of the employees, let them know we’re on to them, and offer him immunity if he agrees to roll over on his bosses.”

“You’ve been watching too damned many cop shows on TV. Insurance companies don’t have the authority to offer anybody immunity for anything.”

“Maybe he won’t know that.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


At the back of the warehouse was another, bigger office. This one had no windows and no security cameras. There were several computers and several printers, all running simultaneously, spitting out reams and reams of paper. The room’s lone occupant was a man in khaki pants and a pullover sweater. He was young, early twenties, but a receding hairline and a paunch made him look older. He sat at one of the computers, typing. Even sitting, he was enormous.

A door opened, and Salazar nearly threw Conor into the room. He slammed the door behind them.

Conor nearly toppled over. He righted himself and demanded, “What the fuck, man? What’s your problem?”

Salazar said to the man at the computer, “Tell him what the problem is.”

The man at the computer didn’t look up from his work. He had to speak up to be heard over the raucous noise of the printers. “I was watching you on the monitor. The problem is that man.”

Conor was confused. “Which one? Jones or his secretary?”

“His name isn’t Jones. It’s Gil DiMauro. He’s an investigator.”

Conor didn’t hide his shock. “You mean he’s a cop?”

“No. He works for one of the insurance companies.”

“How do you know that?”

Irwin stopped typing and stood up. He was a big man. Bigger than Conor. Bigger even than Salazar. He still had the muscular build that once made him a high school football star and a shoo-in for pro, but four years in prison and drug use had wreaked havoc with his once near-perfect body. In addition to the belly that he couldn’t seem to get rid of, his once youthful face was now pockmarked with the acne scars commonly associated with steroid abuse. He dyed his blonde hair black when he first broke parole, but the blonde roots now constantly showed. He no longer cared enough about his appearance to do anything about it. “That cocksucker ruined my life. He took everything from me. He sent me to prison over nothing. A little steroid use, that’s all. Everybody does it. I was gonna be a pro football star. I was gonna be rich and famous, and he spoiled it all.”

Salazar knew he had to get Irwin under control soon. He was the poster child for ‘roid rage, and his rants could quickly spiral out of control. As far as Salazar knew, he hadn’t used steroids in years, but he still seemed prone to uncontrolled rages. On the other hand, maybe he was just plain crazy. “Okay. Let’s just stay calm and think this through. Is this really a problem? He didn’t find anything.”

“He obviously suspects something,” Irwin said, angrily. “Otherwise, he wouldn’t be here.”

Salazar countered, “He may suspect, but he doesn’t know and he sure doesn’t have any evidence. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have come here himself. He would have sent the cops. Maybe this will be the end of it.”

Conor shook his head sadly. “It was all going so well, too. Rose is going to be pissed.”

“The hell she is,” said Salazar. “Rose isn’t gonna find out.”

“But we have to tell her.”

Both of the bigger men stepped towards Conor in an obvious attempt to intimidate him. Surprisingly, he refused to back down. Conor crossed his arms and stuck out his chin defiantly. “Rose said this was never going to be a permanent operation. The moment we got found out, we’re supposed to shut down and move on.”

“No way.” Irwin was on the verge of losing control. “We’re making too much money to give it all up without a fight. DiMauro isn’t gonna ruin this for me like he did before.”

Conor objected. “Rose is the boss and Rose said …”

Irwin was about to snap Conor’s neck, and the smaller man was too stupid to realize it.

Salazar stepped between the two. “All right. Let’s just stop and think for a minute. Remember, I used to work in the insurance business. Insurance companies will only spend so much time and resources on an investigation before they give up and move on. There’s always some other, easier fraud to go after. Let’s just wait and see what happens. This DiMauro guy may just give up.”

Conor asked, “And if he doesn’t?”

Prone to the dramatic, Irwin made a show of cracking his knuckles loudly. “We’ll burn that bridge when we come to it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Once back in San Francisco, Gil DiMauro and Garrett Nash parted ways. DiMauro returned to the office to report to the Old Lady. He knew what she would do next. The Old Lady would call the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and they would take the lead in investigating DataGuard. DiMauro’s role would be reduced to providing files and numbers to the FBI when requested. That was fine with him. DiMauro had already done the fun part - figuring out the who and the how. The rest was just collecting the evidence necessary to shut them down. Let the FBI do the grunt work.

Garrett didn’t go to the office with DiMauro. He said he wanted to go home and change clothes first, which he did. Once he changed into jeans and a T-shirt, however, he didn’t go back to Bremler Mutual’s office. Instead, he hiked to the nearest BART station and took a train back to Daly City. He didn’t go back to DataGuard. Instead, he located a strip mall just down the street. He entered a taqueria, ordered a vegetarian burrito, and parked himself by a window.

A little after noon, several men came walking down the street, mostly clustered together in a group, talking and occasionally laughing. They all wore the same coveralls Garrett had seen the workers at DataGuard wearing. It was obviously lunchtime for the workers. About half the men were Filipino. Daly City had a substantial Filipino population. Most of the group filed into the taqueria to order lunch.

One young man held back from the group. He was carrying a brown paper bag and, instead of joining the others, he walked next door to a convenience store. This was the one, Garrett thought to himself. He quickly discarded the remains of his burrito and followed.

The young man picked out a cold soda and paid for it with change, carefully counting out coins from his pocket. He stepped outside the store and sat down on a concrete bench to eat his lunch, a wrapped sandwich and an orange. Was he struggling financially, Garrett wondered or just frugal? Why didn’t he hang out with the other workers? Whatever the reason, it made him the ideal choice.

Garrett sat down next to the man. “Hi there. I’m Garrett.”

“Um, hi?” There was plenty of seating available. The young man was uncomfortable that this interloper had chosen to strike up a conversation.

“I think we should have a talk.”

“Actually, I have to get back to work.” He began stuffing his barely eaten lunch back into its bag.

“Do you know who I am?”

“No.” The young man stopped and took another look at the interloper. “Wait a minute. I do recognize you. You were at DataGuard this morning, weren’t you?”

“That’s right.” Garrett handed the young man one of his business cards. “I work for one of the insurance companies you’ve been ripping off.”

“I have to go.” The young man stood up.

“Before you leave, I think you might want to hear what I have to say.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


San Francisco rents may not rise to quite Manhattan levels, but it still has some of the most expensive real estate in the country. Both places have basically the same problem. Manhattan is an island, and San Francisco is a peninsula. Everybody and their brother wants to live there, either for work or just the cachet, but they have no more room to grow. As a result, resident who aren’t filthy rich need to use a little imagination to find solutions to the rent problem. Not all these solutions are one hundred percent legal. Many formerly single-family homes have been divided up into apartments called in-laws.

Gil DiMauro lived in a basement in-law in North Beach. Basements were rare in San Francisco. The building was built on one of the city’s infamous hills, so only half of DiMauro’s apartment was underground. One wall that wasn’t completely underground had two smallish windows, one in the bathroom. Since they were at street level, both windows were covered by security bars. It was small, but its unofficial status made the rent affordable, at least by San Francisco standards, and especially for North Beach.

After work, DiMauro stopped at Rose Pistola for dinner with a few of his friends. None of them were in the insurance business. North Beach is San Francisco’s “Little Italy,” and boasts some of the finest Italian food outside the old country. Since DiMauro was the lone Italian in the group, they sought his opinion on the night’s fare. He ordered the mortadella and duck tortellini, and declared it “not bad.” After dinner, the group wandered over to Vesuvio’s for drinks. Vesuvio’s reputation as a one-time hangout for Beat figures like Allen Ginsberg, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, and Gregory Corso (before he got banned) made it a popular destination for tourists and hipsters. Still, it wasn’t as bad as some other places, and DiMauro liked the idea of getting hammered in a place where Jack Kerouac probably threw up. Alas, DiMauro wouldn’t be getting hammered that night. He and his friends all had jobs and responsibilities. The days of staying out till four in the morning, drunk and high and rowdy, were over. The party broke up by ten.

The advantage of living in North Beach was that he could walk home no matter how drunk he was, although he wasn’t even a little bit drunk that night, having only downed two bluetinis. Once home, he wasn’t sure what to do with himself. It seemed too early to go to bed. If he did that, he might wake up early and end up going into work on time. He didn’t like that idea. It might set a dangerous precedent.

He debated calling Hiro. Things had been weird between them, lately. Not awkward, just weird. Their on-again, off-again, relationship seemed more off than on these days. Then DiMauro remembered she had recently moved to the night shift and would be working anyway. He wondered if the schedule change had been deliberate, to avoid seeing him.

With nothing else to do, DiMauro changed into plaid lounge pants and a Grateful Dead T-shirt, smoked half a joint, and fell asleep on the sofa watching The Conan O’Brien Show. DiMauro firmly believed unconscious was the best way to watch Conan O’Brien.

It was two in the morning when the pounding woke him up. Still fuzzy-headed, he shook his head to clear it and called, “Hello?” Someone was knocking at his door. He tried again, “Hello? Who is it?” Still no answer. The pounding continued.

Now wide awake, DiMauro got up from the sofa and walked to the door. “I’m calling the police.”

He looked down and realized a silver, metal spike was sticking out of the door, just above the doorknob. It was a nail. Then, another appeared. Then a third. The pounding was a hammer, and his door was being nailed shut. “Hey! What the hell is going on?” He tried the doorknob. The door wouldn’t open. He had been sealed in.

“I’m calling the police.” He yelled, again, and frantically looked around for his phone. Not for the first time, he cursed the invention of the cell phone. Before, he could always find his phone because it couldn’t go anywhere.

The window shattered and something poked through between the bars. At first, DiMauro thought it was a gun barrel and he threw himself flat against a wall. The he realized it was too big. It was a hose. Was someone trying to gas him? He heard the whirring noise of an engine start and, suddenly, it was like there was a blizzard in DiMauro’s apartment. Only, it wasn’t snow filling up his apartment, it was paper. The hose was blowing clouds of confetti through the window. In no time, the floor was covered and floating bits of paper hung in the air, creating a paper fog. Now there was no chance DiMauro could find his phone in that snowstorm, so he began screaming, “Help me! Somebody call the police!” He wondered if anyone could hear him over the sound of the engine. If it was loud enough to drown out his voice, surely someone would complain about the noise.

The hose withdrew, and DiMauro saw a yellow light appear in the window. He saw a beefy hand holding a bottle with a flaming rag sticking out of the neck.

“Oh, God.”

The hand let go and the bottle fell, hitting the ground and shattering. Its flammable contents spilled out and caught fire. The paper caught fire. Confetti in the air, slowly wafting to the ground, caught fire. It was soon less like snow, and more like a rain of fire.

With nowhere else to go, DiMauro ran into the bathroom and slammed the door shut. The bathroom held the only other window in the apartment. He couldn’t get past the bars, but he could see the feet of people walking by on the street. He opened the window. “Help me! Please help me!”

A man on the street with a dirty raincoat and an even dirtier beard bent down and peered into the window. “What’s up, dude?”

“Help me. My apartment is on fire and I’m trapped.”

“You mean you can’t get out?”

“No.”

The dirty man sniffed the air. “I think I smell smoke.”

“My apartment is on fire.”

“Whoa, dude. You should get outta there. It’s not safe.”

“I can’t. I’m trapped.”

“You mean you can’t get out?”

“No.”

“Damn. That’s not safe. You should complain to your landlord.”

By this time, the scene had attracted other onlookers. A towering black woman with a shaved head and multiple piercings roughly shoved the dirty man aside. She had a cell phone in her hands. “I called the fire department. They should be here any minute.”

DiMauro wasn’t sure he had even another minute. The bathroom had filled up with smoke and he could feel the heat on his back. Then he heard a man’s voice shouting, “Hang on! Everyone get out of the way!” The onlookers parted, and DiMauro saw a Chinese man with a length of chain over his shoulder. He knelt down and looped the chain around three of the bars. Then he hollered over his shoulder, “Okay, hit it!”

The other end of the chain was attached to a truck. The driver hit the accelerator, and the truck lurched forward. It slowed when the chain went taut, but didn’t stop. The bars tore loose from their foundation, sending fragments of concrete flying.

DiMauro glanced behind him, the bathroom door was now on fire.

The man with the chain and the tall, black woman reached down into the window and pulled DiMauro out. Smoke was now pouring through the window.

DiMauro lay on his back on the sidewalk, staring up at the good Samaritans who had saved his life. Hacking and coughing, he managed to wheeze out a faint, “Thank … you.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


Crime scene tape and uniformed police officers held back onlookers. A fire truck, three squad cars, and an ambulance were parked outside the smoldering building, their red and blue flashers illuminating the street. A few wisps of smoke continued to drift skyward, but the fire was mostly out. It had begun to rain, not hard, but enough to discourage some of the more casual looky-loos. Those people forced from their homes because of the fire were beginning to get cranky, wondering when they would be able to return home and go back to bed.

An Asian woman in a black London Fog and carrying a yin-yang decorated umbrella approached the crime scene tape. An officer intended to stop her until she brandished her badge. Ducking under the tape, she made a beeline for the ambulance. A paramedic was giving a statement to a uniformed police officer. She flashed her badge again as she approached. “Inspector Hiro, homicide.” San Francisco was the only city in America that still used the title of Inspector for police detectives.

“Homicide?” The officer was puzzled. “No one is dead.”

“I know the victim.” She turned to the paramedic. “How is Mr. DiMauro?”

“He should be okay.” The paramedic said. “The big thing is smoke inhalation. It usually is with fires. He’s got a few scrapes as well. I gather he had to be pulled out a window. Mostly, he’s just freaked out.”

“Will you be taking him to a hospital?”

“Not unless he wants to go. Honestly, I don’t think he needs to.”

Inspector Hiro turned back to the man in uniform. “What the hell happened?”

“You aren’t gonna believe this. Some guy comes along and seals up the apartment. Then, he fills it up with shredded paper and lights it on fire.”

“Paper?”

“Yeah, like confetti. I think he used one of those machines for blowing insulation into attics and such.”

“You’re right, I don’t believe it.”

“I know. You gotta be a special kinda crazy to come up with something like that but, I gotta admit, it was effective. Small pieces of loose paper means lots of airflow. The fire spread so fast it was almost like gasoline.”

“Were there any witnesses?”

“Some people saw a big truck parked outside, but nobody got a license plate. Once the fire started, people were more concerned with saving the occupant.”

“Thank God for that.” Once again to the paramedic, “Can I talk to him?”

“Sure.” He stepped aside and let her board the ambulance.

DiMauro was sitting up on a gurney with an oxygen mask across his face. His shirt was off and electrode pads were stuck to his bare chest. Another paramedic pulled the pads off, one by one. DiMauro winced each time. He smiled behind the mask when he saw Hiro.

“How are you doing, Gil?”

“Mmmmhhhph.” His voice was muffled by the mask.

“What? I don’t understand you.”

He said to the paramedic. “Mmmmhhhph.”

The paramedic said, “What?”

DiMauro pulled the mask off his face and said, “Can I take this thing off now?”

“If you don’t think you still need it.”

DiMauro took a deep breath. “I think I’m fine.” He put his shirt back on and climbed off the gurney. As they exited the ambulance, DiMauro said, “Thanks for coming, Hiro.”

“How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine. I just need … oh, God.” DiMauro stopped and stared at the damage to his apartment building. A black scorch mark originated from the broken basement window and reached at least ten feet up the side of the building. “Look at my home. Everything I owned was in that apartment.”

“You’re alive, Gil. That’s the important thing, and I’d like to keep it that way. Do you have any idea who did this?”

“DataGuard.”

“DataGuard? What’s that?”

“It’s a document destruction company. I paid them a visit yesterday.”

“Document destruction as in shredded paper?”

“Exactly.”

“So this is about one of your insurance fraud cases?”

DiMauro shrugged. “I guess so, but it doesn’t make any sense. This reaction is way over the top.”

“People who commit crimes are criminals.” Hiro said. “Even people who commit insurance fraud.”

“Insurance fraud is one of the safest crimes there is. Juries hate to send people to jail when the victim is a big, bad insurance company. That’s why most people get away with it.” It was a speech DiMauro had given many times before. “Coming after me is too big of a risk. It doesn’t accomplish anything.”

“That would make sense if you were dealing with logical people. Criminals aren’t always logical and sometimes they are violent for no good reason. If you stumbled across a crime ring, it’s only natural they might try to silence you.”

“What the hell do you mean, ‘stumbled’?” DiMauro snapped, angrily. “I may not have a badge, but I’m still an investigator and a damned good one.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Anyway, the people behind the DataGuard scam figured out who I was and blew me off. I was all set to hand the whole thing over to the FBI. Trying to scare me off doesn’t make any sense.”

“Scare you off? Whoever did this sealed you up in your apartment and set it on fire. He wasn’t trying to scare you. He was trying to kill you.”

“But that’s just it. This was all too much. It’s one thing to shoot or stab a guy just to get him out of the way. What this guy did was too big. It almost seems …” DiMauro trailed off.

Hiro finished his sentence for him. “Personal.”

“Exactly.”

“Did you recognize anyone at this place, DataGuard?”

“Nobody.”

Their conversation was interrupted by shrieks from the crowd. They looked to see what was causing the ruckus and saw a 1967 midnight blue Packard mount the curb, sending bystanders scattering. One of the back doors opened and Ursula leapt out of the car before the came to a halt. She ran under the crime scene tape, dodging the police officer who tried to stop her.

“It’s okay, officer.” Hiro said. “Let her through.”

Ursula threw her arms around DiMauro. “Oh, Gil. I was so worried when I heard. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“He’s fine.” The Old Lady growled as she slowly climbed out of the driver’s seat. The Packard belonged to her. She and Garrett joined the others.

DiMauro grinned at his boss. “Nice parking job.”

“I hate driving in this town.”

“You could have taken a bus.”

“The last time I took a bus in this city, some character from Chinatown got it on with two live chickens. I was picking feathers out of my coat for a week. Anyway, I had to pick up Ursula and Garrett. When I called them, they insisted on coming along.”

DiMauro said to his coworkers, “Well, thanks for the concern, but I’m fine.”

Garrett shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “I’m so sorry, Gil.”

“Why are you sorry? It’s not your fault.”

When Garrett didn’t say anything, the Old Lady took her pocketbook from under her arm and whacked him across the back of his head with it. “Go on, idiot. Tell him.”

DiMauro was puzzled. “Tell me what.”

Garrett didn’t look at DiMauro. He just stared at his shoes. “Actually, it kinda is my fault. I went back to DataGuard and cornered one of the workers, trying to get him to spill the beans. I told him we knew about the medical records and insurance fraud and everything. I thought I could get evidence against them, but he didn’t bite.”

DiMauro was furious. “I told you not to do that.”

“I know, and I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry. Fat lot of good that does me. Someone must have seen you together.” DiMauro paused for a moment, then, “Wait. That doesn’t make any sense. If you were the one snooping, why did they come after me?”

Garrett shrugged. “Maybe they thought you were in charge. After all, you never let me say anything while we were there.”

Listening to this exchange, Hiro said, “So we still have that same question unanswered: why such an extreme reaction?”

“We’re missing something.” DiMauro said. “There’s some key piece of data we don’t have yet.”

“I have to go. Do you have a place to stay tonight, Gil?” Hiro asked.

DiMauro was disappointed. “I’m sure I can find someplace.”

Hiro heard the tone in his voice and realized he had expected her to offer him a place to spend the night. “I have to call the Daly City PD. We have to go after these DataGuard people right away before they have a chance to destroy any evidence.”

The Old Lady said, “You’d better hurry. DataGuard is all about destroying evidence.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


During the day, the DataGuard offices were filled with the sounds of heavy-duty machinery, truck engines, and the banging of trash bins. At times, it was hard for people to have a conversation. On the floor where the industrial shredders operated, it was impossible, and the men who worked there had taken to using hand signals to communicate.

At night, when the business was closed and the machines silent, every sound seem to reverberate throughout the building. Hand signals weren’t necessary then, but Salazar resorted to using one anyway, showing Irwin Lutz his middle finger.

“Okay, you’re obviously pissed.” Irwin said, uncharacteristically apologetic. “I don’t blame you, and I’m sorry.”

“Sorry? How could you be so stupid? You’ve led the police right to us.”

Irwin leaned back in an office chair that creaked under his immense weight. He rested an arm on a small table, gently tapping a huge fist on the tabletop. “The police were already onto us.”

Salazar was shaking with fury and Lutz’s casual attitude only made him angrier. “The insurance company was onto us. That’s not the same thing.”

“It’s that guy, DiMauro. When I think about him and what he did to me, I can’t even think straight.”

“We have to bail now. Tonight. We have to destroy all the evidence. If you hadn’t done this, we would still have time. It’s one thing if it was just the insurance company after us. It’s quite another when the police come after us for a murder rap.”

“Attempted murder,” Conor corrected as he walked into the room.

Irwin sat straight up. “What?”

The smaller man said, “I just heard on the news that insurance man is still alive.”

“Shit!” Irwin brought his huge fist down onto the table so hard it collapsed.

“You’ve ruined everything, you moron.” Conor wailed with frustration. “I knew this would happen. Everything was going great, but that psychotic side of beef just couldn’t keep it together.”

Irwin stood up and glared menacingly.

“Shut up, Conor,” Salazar snapped. “Or I’ll let him pound you into a greasy smear on the floor.”

Conor continued. “No, I won’t shut up. This isn’t just his fault. It’s your fault, too. We should have done what Rose said. We should have called her as soon as we knew the insurance company was on to us. That’s was Rose told us to do, but noooo, you had to keep it secret. Rose would have known what to do, and we wouldn’t be in this mess now.”

Unlike Irwin, Salazar usually kept a tight rein on his temper, but Conor was an irritant and a whiner, and Salazar hated whiners. He took a threatening step forward towards Conor. “Rose isn’t here. I am, and I’m gonna show you who’s really in charge.”

Grinning, Irwin came up beside Salazar, determined not to let him have all the fun.

Conor pulled a revolver out of his pocket and fired once. There was a loud crack, and the ping of a ricochet as the bullet gouged a substantial divot out of the concrete floor right between Salazar’s feet.

The two big men stared open-mouthed at Conor. Irwin said, “Nice shot.”

Keeping his gun trained on the larger men, Conor said, “You two have tormented me long enough. You’re both a couple of brainless gorillas, and you’re not pushing me around any more. I called Rose and told her what happened, and she told me what to do. She also said I’m in charge now. Either of you muscle heads got a problem with that?”

Salazar and Irwin glanced at each other before shaking their heads.

“That’s good, because we got a lot to do and we need to hurry.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


The sun was just beginning to peek over the horizon when half a dozen Daly City police cars arrived at DataGuard, the police officers armed with a warrant, weapons, Kevlar vests and a battering ram, just in case. Inspector Hiro rode with Lieutenant Aaron Bradley, the senior officer and the man in charge of the operation. As they approached, the lieutenant said to Hiro, “You stay here until I give the all clear.”

“What?” Hiro didn’t bother to hide her outrage.

“Stay in the car. Do you understand?”

“No, I don’t understand. This is supposed to be a joint operation between San Francisco and Daly City.”

“The hell it is. You are here strictly as an observer.”

“My captain said …”

“I don’t give shit what your captain or anyone else said.” Without waiting for a response, he slammed the door and joined the rest of his team as they prepared to enter the premises.

“Asshole,” she said out loud to no one. She should have expected this. The Daly City PD always resented it when San Francisco stepped on their turf. It was the same with Oakland, San Jose, Cupertino, and most of the other cities in the Bay Area. The San Francisco police Department was better funded, better respected and, frankly, a lot more glamorous than the others. No one ever made television shows about the Daly City police force. On the one hand, she could understand his attitude and even sympathize. One the other hand, why did he have to be such a dick?

Hiro sat in the quad car with her arms crossed, watching the action. They didn’t need the battering ram. Entering the building was a breeze. There was a fence around the property, but the gate was unlocked. The front door was not only unlocked but wide open.

Uh-oh. That wasn’t a good sign.

The officers swarmed the building with Bradley in the lead. She could no longer see them, but Hiro knew what would happen next. First, they would search the entire building, floor by floor, looking for any people and booby traps. Only after they building was secure would they allow the forensic team to begin the search for evidence.

Hiro scanned the windows. She saw no lights save for the flashlights carried by the police. Wait. She did see another light source. They couldn’t have reached the top floor, yet, but there was definitely a light in one of the upper windows. It wasn’t from a torch, it was more yellow and flickering. Then she saw the smoke seeping out.

Hiro grabbed a megaphone, opened the door and called out, “Withdraw! Withdraw! The building is on fire! The building …”

Then came the explosions. The top floor windows blew out first, sending plumes of flame into the air and shattered glass tinkling to the ground. Then the windows on next floor went, then the floor below, then the floor below that, in rapid succession.

The officers retreated, and Hiro was relieved to see all of them leave the building alive. No one would know for certain until the fire investigators issued their report, but Hiro already suspected what would be in it. The purpose of the arson was not to kill people but to destroy evidence. Hiro remembered what the firefighter had told her about the fire at DiMauro’s apartment. The airflow through the shredded paper in the building meant the fire spread fast.

If the intention was to destroy evidence, it was eminently successful. In a matter of minutes, the entire warehouse was a charred, blackened shell.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Bremler had the Old Lady’s report on his desk in from of him. She doubted he had done more than skim over it. “The fraud ring had been shut down, so we won’t lose any more money. Any chance of recovering the money already lost?”

The Old Lady shook her head. “Not a chance in hell. According to Johnny Chavez …”

“Who?”

“Our contact with the FBI.” She resisted the temptation to point out she had told him that before. “According to him, most of the money was transferred to a bank in Singapore.”

“I don’t know much about Singapore banking laws. They won’t work with us to recover the money?”

“Haven’t you heard? Singapore is the new Cayman Islands.”

“I see. Still, you and your staff did an excellent job. You stopped a major fraud ring, potentially saving this company millions of dollars. Best of all, we get the credit, so the stockholders can’t accuse us of being soft on fraud.” Bremler took note of her scowl, which was scowlier than usual. “You should be happy. So why do I get the feeling you aren’t?”

“You almost got one of my people killed.”

“Me?”

“We should have passed on what we knew to the FBI and let them investigate DataGuard. My people are insurance investigators, not commandos. They never should have walked into that place and put themselves at risk, but you were more worried about PR than lives.”

“Don’t say anything you’ll regret.”

“We had an agreement. I run the Fraud Unit my way. You don’t interfere. You broke that agreement. The next time, I walk.”


PART THREE: NEW YORK


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Davis Ansara’s prior teaching experience was exclusively in foreign countries, teaching American history and English as a foreign language to Asian businessmen. Still, he had degrees in History and Political Theory, worked as a journalist for ten years, and even published two books on the subject of American and Middle Eastern relations. Lennox University’s Board of Trustees was ecstatic when Ansara agreed to join the staff as a professor. He was known to have a few controversial opinions, but that was okay. A little controversy was good for the image of the school. Only a little. Although the dean would never admit it publicly, the fact that Professor Ansara was a Muslim was a major selling point. Lennox University was a small school, but it had developed a reputation as an exceptionally progressive school, even in liberal New York City, and it was something of an embarrassment to lack even a single Muslim teacher. When Professor Ansara offered to create a class called “Islam and Politics in Theory and Practice,” the board was not only enthusiastic, but positively giddy, and decided to give him carte blanche to teach the course however he saw fit.

They regretted that decision very quickly.

Professor Ansara stood in front of his class. He was a good-looking man, at least, as far as college professors go. A few lines in his dark skin and flecks of gray in his black hair gave away his middle age. He wore a beard, but not for the sake of his religion. He kept it short and neatly trimmed because, as far as he was concerned, it looked damned good.

It wasn’t unusual for various classes to lose two or three students during any given semester, usually early on. Some of the tougher courses, like the physical sciences or more advanced mathematics, might lose as much as ten percent.

So far, half the students who had signed up for “Islam and Politics in Theory and Practice” had dropped the course.

Despite all the empty chairs up front, most of the students chose to sit near the back of the classroom.

The Professor spoke with a deep, booming, orator’s voice. It was a voice comfortable speaking in public and used to being the center of attention. “I’ve decided to eschew the assigned course materials for the rest of the day, and instead, I think we should discuss current events.”

Ansara took in the blank, expressionless faces staring back at him. There were a few brown faces, but most were white. “This is a course about Islam. Let’s be honest. Most of you aren’t here because Islam is a fascinating subject, although it is. You aren’t here because you can’t understand the history of mankind without understanding Islam, although you can’t. You aren’t here because Islam has reshaped the world through art and culture and literature and spirituality, although it has. Most of you are here because of one word: terrorism. So let’s stop beating about the bush and talk about it. Recently, there have been several terrorist attacks here in the city.”

Several hands went up.

“If you intend to argue with me about what qualifies these latest attacks as terrorism, you can just put your hands down. Random murders with the intent of demoralizing a population is terrorism. Period.”

The hands went down.

“If the news reports are to be believed, and that’s a big if, then all of these men were motivated by religion. Not just any religion, but Islam. Now, some of the more bleeding hearts among you will complain that the motivation isn’t religion, its politics. Well, I’ve got news for you. Politics and religion are the same thing and they always have been. Politics is about controlling human beings. Religion is about controlling human beings. That’s why the two are inextricably linked. The real question is, when an ideology, religious or political, tells a young man he must kill himself and take as many others with his as he can, why does he do it? Anybody?”

A pudgy, boy with a scraggly patch of a shadow pretending to be a beard, raised his hand and said, “Because they firmly believe in the, uh, ideology?”

“No. Sit down.”

“Does anyone else want to try?” Ansara asked the class. No hands went up. “No? Then I’ll tell you the answer: sex. That is the reason all religions, not just Islam, are so sexually repressive. Because there is no better way to control people, especially, young men, than by withholding sex, as I’m sure every young man in this room and their girlfriends are aware.”

A girl with pink hair and a nose ring made a show of gathering up her books and stomping out of the classroom.

“Anyone else want to bail?” No one moved. “Okay then. Let’s continue. On September, 11, 2001, nineteen young men were talked into committing suicide by hijacking planes and flying them into buildings. Does anybody know what the young men all had in common?”

No one raised a hand. By this time, the class had realized no answer they gave would be correct.

Ansara continued. “They were all most likely virgins. They were offered seventy-two virgins, and all they had to do was kill. Kill themselves and kill others. For a horny young man, that is a small price to pay.

A door at the back opened, and two new figures walked into the classroom. It was the dean. Standing next to him was Amanda Schafer, professor of feminist studies. Ansara had expected this to happen, sooner or later. He knew some students had complained to the dean about his less-than-sensitive handling of certain sensitive subjects. Especially the subject of women.

They came for a show. Okay, thought Ansara, I’ll give them a show.

“Personally, I never understood the appeal of seventy-two virgins. Why would any man want to spend his afterlife with seventy-two broads who won’t put out?”

That got a few chuckles, but most of the class chose to look horrified instead.

“Now, if someone offered me seventy-two sluts who can’t keep their legs closed, I’d be like, ‘Hey, sign me up’.”

Apparently oblivious to the fact that the professor was joking, a girl raised her hand and stood up. “Isn’t it true that some translations of the Quran offers martyrs white raisins and not virgins?”

“Some of your professors have probably told you there is no such thing as a dumb question. You just proved them wrong.” Ansara said. “No one is going to blow themselves up for a bowl of Raisin Bran. Now sit down.”

She sat down, her face reddening.

Ansara felt bad about embarrassing the girl and decided he should give a straight answer. “Actually, the white raisins thing was a bit of anti-Islam propaganda perpetrated by a man named Christoph Luxenberg. Common sense tells you it can’t be true. After all, you can’t marry even one raisin, let alone seventy-two.

The bell rang. Students rose from their chairs, happy to escape. Ansara called after them. “Read the next three chapters in your book.”

He looked around. The dean and professor Schafer were gone. He smelled an imminent ambush.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Campus politics ranked right up there with Middle Eastern politics for vitriol and backstabbing and sheer batshit lunacy. Ansara had one great advantage that none of the other professors had: he didn’t give a damn about tenure. He had no intention of spending the rest of his life a teaching bunch of rotten, overprivileged kids, so he had no fear of the overwhelming political correctness that made every conversation a minefield. Every race/religion/gender/sexual orientation/whatever other possible category was ready to pounce on any imagined offense. It had become impossible to say anything without offending someone, and it made the atmosphere at the university stifling. For everyone except Davis Ansara. Ansara could see the envy in his colleagues’ eyes when he told someone like Amanda Schafer what he really thought of her.

His latest book was nearly finished and he had no doubt it would be a best seller. His publisher promised him major publicity and a book tour. Amanda Schafer wanted him fired. If he went on a book tour, he would have to leave the university anyway. They knew nothing about it, of course. If he was fired, so much the better. More grist for the publicity mill. His book was about freedom of speech. If he got fired for speaking his mind, he became a martyr to his own cause. Then he would go on a lucrative college lecture tour. It was better money than teaching and, best of all, he wouldn’t have to grade any more papers.

The dean and Professor Schaffer were waiting for him when he left class.

“Hello, Dean,” he said cheerfully. “Hello, Amanda.”

“Professor Schaffer,” she sneered

“I know you’re a professor, Amanda.”

Professor Schaffer hated Ansara. She hated all men. Ansara assumed that was a requirement for feminist studies, anyway. Her conversation was liberally studded with words like patriarchy and mansplaining. She took every word that came out of his mouth as some sort of slur against her gender, and he encouraged her outrage. He was the only man who wasn’t afraid of her, and it drove her crazy. She had also written an embarrassingly bad sci-fi novel called Femtopia Unbound under the pen name Wanda Gaia, and was delusional enough to think no one on campus knew about it.

The dean said, “Let’s not start off on the wrong foot. Amanda and I would like to talk to you, Davis.”

Professor Schaffer said, “You’re a pig.”

The dean let out a frustrated sigh. “That’s not starting off on the right foot.”

Ansara crossed his arms and asked, “Are you going to allow this Islamophobic abuse?”

This startled the dean. “Islamophobic?”

“Pig? Muslim? Do I have to draw you a picture?”

“Oh, no you don’t.” Professor Schaffer snarled. “I’m not criticizing you for being a Muslim. I’m criticizing you for being a man.”

“Oh.” Ansara uncrossed his arms. “That’s okay then.”

“Let’s not let our tempers get the better of us.” The dean tried desperately to keep control of the conversation. “There have been some complaints about your recent lectures, Davis. Some of our female students have been offended by some of the things you’ve said.”

“If they get offended that easily, they probably shouldn’t be taking classes on politics.”

“Seventy-two sluts who can’t keep their legs closed?” Professor Schaffer growled. “That’s your idea of politics?”

“No. That’s my idea of a Friday night.”

Professor Schaffer’s face turned purple.

“Oh, come on. That was a joke. Oh, I forgot, feminists don’t believe in funny. Comedy is another tool of the evil patriarchy.”

Professor Schaffer spluttered something that sounded like, “Wha … fah … gar …”

“Well said.”

The dean put up a hand. “All right. That’s enough. Davis, the board has decided it would be a good idea if you started getting approval before every lecture.”

“How?”

“Just hand in your lecture notes prior to the lecture. That should avoid any more … misunderstandings.”

Ansara considered for a moment and then agreed. It didn’t make any difference to him. He would write something benign and inoffensive, then say whatever the hell he wanted to in class.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Like any highly political institution, snooping was a popular preoccupation and pastime at the university. Email accounts of students and faculty had been hacked multiple times, and personal emails never meant for mass consumption had been widely distributed. The salaries of every professor and the dean had been posted to a bulletin board. Embarrassing peccadilloes from the past were constantly being uncovered and trotted out for public amusement. That was how Ansara had learned about Femtopia Unbound. Sometimes, the purpose was to score political points. Sometimes, it was to ruin reputations. Sometimes, it was intended to remove an enemy. Mostly, however, the purpose was simply to humiliate someone and enjoy the show.

Professor Ansara entered his office and closed the door. He unlocked his desk and pulled out his laptop to answer some school emails. Although he kept his laptop locked up when he wasn’t there, he never put anything personal on it, or his regular phone. To avoid the snoopers, he had recently bought a second, cheap cell phone that he always kept on his person. He never gave the number to anyone at the university. He used it for the most private, personal matters. He checked that phone now and saw he had a text message. He would have been humiliated if anyone found out he had signed up for online dating. The stigma alone had kept him from trying online dating for years, but after all, it had been a long time. He read the message:

ZAHRA18: “Saw your profile. Am intrigued. Would like to meet.”

Yes! Ansara pumped a fist into the air and then looked around to make sure nobody saw. He had read somewhere (he couldn’t remember where) that it was best to start with a “pre-date” date when online dating, usually something simple like meeting for coffee to scope each other out without the pressure of a “real” date. He quickly typed:

PROF A 122: Sounds great. How about that coffee shop on Ninth Avenue near Lennox University? Say, two this afternoon?”

She replied quickly.

ZAHRA18: “Sounds great. See you then.”

Ansara panicked for a moment when he realized he hadn’t given her the name of the coffee shop. If he sent her the name now, after she had accepted, did it make him look like a doofus? There was only one coffee shop on Ninth near the university. He decided not to worry about it. Instead, he decided to run home and find a necktie.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Ansara walked into the coffee shop and saw her. She was sitting at a table by the window. She had already ordered and was sipping an espresso. Even seated, he could tell she was tall and slender. She was dressed modestly, but not too modestly. No head scarf, thank goodness. Ansara hated those damned things. Her tobacco brown face was perfect, all big eyes and cheekbones. She saw Ansara and gave him a big smile. This was going to be great. She might even be the one.

She was beautiful. She was perfect.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Frances Brubaker clomped down the hall towards Professor Martin’s office, her oversized orange sneakers thumping with each step. She hadn’t been able to hand in her term paper in class because it wasn’t quite finished. Almost, but not quite. She did crackerjack work when it was finished, but she was also a procrastinator par excellence. Fortunately, Martin had given her until the end of the day to hand in her paper. She stopped by Martin’s office, and handed in her completed paper.

Her mission successful, she clomped back the other way. She passed Professor Ansara’s office and saw the door was open. He was angrily typing something on his laptop, hitting the keys so hard she thought he was trying to push them all the way through the computer. It was rare to see Ansara angry. People around him were often angry, but Ansara was usually in a good mood.

She stopped in his doorway. “Hi, Prof. How was your date?”

It was impossible to keep a secret in this joint. “What makes you think I had a date?”

“You’re wearing a tie. You never wear a tie.”

“Oh.” He undid the knot, whipped off the tie, and tossed it on his desk.

I guess the date didn’t go so well, she thought. Better not antagonize him. She turned to leave.

“Wait a sec, Frannie.”

She stopped. “Yeah?”

“Are you going by recycling?”

“Sure am.”

He tossed her his phone. “Drop this off for me, would you.”

“Sure. Hey, did you remember to transfer your phone numbers. People always forget to do that. Then they have to go rummaging in the recycling bins, trying to find the old phone.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “There’s only one number on that phone and I’m never calling it again.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Leopold Blake made his home in a massive, Park Avenue penthouse. Its locale and sheer size would have made it the envy of even the wealthiest Manhattanite. It would have aggravated those same wealthy Manhattanites no end if they saw one of the most enviable properties in the world treated like a giant college dorm room. There were stacks of books all over the floor. Some stacks were knee-high, others nearly the height of a man. Leopold seemed to drop books wherever he happened to be when he finished reading. Papers were scattered everywhere. His filing method seemed to be based on the rules of golf. Specifically, play it where it lays. Leopold was always researching, and all his research eventually ended up here. If there was a method to the madness of Leopold’s apartment, no outsider could hope to discern it.

The latest acquisition to the maelstrom of paper was a copy of the case files for the recent terror attacks. Leopold was going over and over the same information, trying to find the connective tissue that linked Ali Nasir, Waris Khan, and Donald Ronkowski.

His phone rang. Like all rich men, Leopold had several telephone numbers. The one that rang now was a number he gave exclusively to friends with whom he had no business dealings. In recent years, he had become aware of how the number of times that line rang had dwindled.

He answered, “Hello.”

“Hi, Leopold, it’s Davis.”

“Good God, Davis. I haven’t heard from you in ages.”

“Three years, to be exact. I, uh, didn’t catch you at a bad time, did I? I know you’re a busy man.”

“Is that why you haven’t called in three years?”

“Hey, you know where I was. You could have called me.”

“Fair enough. What can I do for you?”

“I hate to be one of those guys who only calls when he wants something, but …”

“You want something.”

“Just some professional advice.”

“Professional? Which profession? I wear a lot of professional hats, you know.”

“You still work with the FBI, don’t you?”

“Sometimes. What’s the problem?”

“Can we meet? I’d rather not discuss it over the phone.”

“Now you’re starting to sound a little paranoid.”

Ansara laughed at that. “I’m a politically active Muslim, and you’re a billionaire. What are the odds that neither of our phones are tapped?”

“Good point.”

“Look, maybe I’m overreacting. I don’t want to get her into trouble if I misconstrued something she said.”

“How about we meet for dinner tonight. Say, Le Bernardin.”

“Le Bernardin? Isn’t that place usually booked months in advance?”

“Don’t worry. I know a guy.”

“Of course you do.”

“I’ll see you tonight.”

“Thanks, Leopold.”


CHAPTER FORTY


Larry Hendricks had always wanted to be a cop. It had been his dream since he was six years old. After high school, he had applied to the academy, and was promptly shot down. His eyes weren’t good enough. He had developed early onset arthritis in his knees and, frankly, he couldn’t handle the studies. The book learning had been a lot harder than he had anticipated. It just ’wasn’t his strong suit. After all, he’d barely graduated high school. Still, he handled a gun well (at close range, anyway), and had stamina, so he had applied to one of those schools that trained security guards. A year later, he was a security guard at Atlantic Financial. He had worked at that bank for thirty years, until it closed its door after the most recent economic downturn. He didn’t have enough money to retire, so he took a job at the university. It sucked. At the bank, he was guarding money. A lot of money. It was an important job. He’d lived through several robberies, and even got a commendation after taking down an armed bank robber. He wasn’t a cop, but he was the next best thing.

The university was a different story. What was he protecting here? The chalk? Hell, they didn’t even use chalk and chalkboards any more. Now they used whiteboards and those foul-smelling markers. Dumb kids probably sniffed them to get high.

As he walked yet another long, dark corridor, his knees began to ache. That was another thing he missed about the bank job. He stood in one place most of the day. Here, he walked up and down hallways, making sure the students didn’t pull any pranks. Big deal. These rotten kids did all their pranking on the internet anyway. Nobody did any cool pranks, any more. Back in his day, college kids used to take cars apart and put them back together in the dean’s office, or fill the big fountain with laundry soap, sending a glorious tidal wave of soap bubbles all over campus.

Larry saw a figure at the other end of the hall. He saw a dark, female face and one of those pale blue smocks the nighttime cleaning staff wore. She carried a plastic bucket filled with bottles of cleaning solutions in one arm. With the other, she used a mop handle to push a larger, metal bucket on wheels, filled with soapy water. He approached her and realized he didn’t recognize her. “Hey. Where’s Maria?”

“Qué?” The woman said.

“I need to see your pass.”

“Qué?”

Larry spoke louder and slower. “Me … need … see … pass … pronto.”

“I clean.” She mimed mopping the floor.

“Oh, for God’s sake.” He saw the pass clipped to her belt. He snatched if off, nearly tearing a couple of belt loops in the process. He shined his flashlight on the plastic card. “Rosita Gutierrez.” He handed the card back to her. “Don’t speak any English, do you?”

“No English. I clean.”

“Hey, Chiquita. Joo wanna banana?”

“Qué?”

“I gotta big banana for joo, Chiquita.”

“Qué?”

“Oh, just get to work, wetback.” He waved her on. “When you’re done, you can go home. Back home to that one-bedroom apartment you share with fifteen other illegal immigrants.”

As soon as he turned his back, she aimed her middle finger in his direction. She’d had no doubt the idiot security guard would let her go. One brown face is just like another to these white American assholes. Actually, color didn’t matter. Black, white, yellow, red, brown. All Americans were racist.

Racist and stupid.

He walked down the hall, turned a corner, and disappeared. As soon as he was out of sight, she pulled a key from her pocket and unlocked the door to Professor Ansara’s office. She quickly slipped inside and closed the door behind her. She didn’t turn on the light. Instead, she used a small flashlight to find his desk. She sat down and tried the main drawer. It was locked. She tried the other keys on the keyring but none of them worked. With no alternative, she took out a blade and pried the drawer open. The lock was metal, but the drawer was wood. The wood splintered with a crack, and the drawer opened. She held her breath and listened for footsteps. When she heard none, she breathed again. She found the professor’s laptop and removed it. She dropped it into the bucket of water. Then she added some more soap and plunged her hand in, swirling the water and frothing it up. Soon, there was enough foam to hide the computer completely. She did a quick search for any additional electronic devices. Finding none, she opened the door a crack and peeked out. The hall was empty. She stepped out, closed the door behind her, and shuffled down the hall with her buckets.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


A squad car pulled up to the entrance of a dark alley. There were three other police vehicles already parked, red and blue flashing lights illuminating the street. Mary exited the car and walked into the darkness between two brick towers. Trash cans lined the brick walls on either side, shadows of the buildings keeping the alley in perpetual darkness no matter the time of day.

A uniformed police officer held a spotlight on the body lying face down on the concrete. A plainclothes detective saw Mary and put out a hand. “I’m Detective Ibrahim. Thank you for coming. I’m sorry to call you in on this. I realize you’ve got a full dance card already, but I thought you really needed to be told about this.”

Mary took the man’s hand and shook. “I know your name. Aren’t you with the hate crimes task force?”

“That’s right. There have been several assaults against Muslims ever since that sniper and the bombings. This looked like another reprisal attack. That’s why I was called in. Now, I’m not so sure.”

“Why? The victim was Muslim, wasn’t he?”

“That’s right. His name is Davis Ansara. He taught at Lennox University.”

“Do you know what he was doing here?”

“A lot of people from the university cut through this alley on the way to the subway.”

There was a hole in the back of the dead man’s head, filled with blood and matted hair. “A single shot to the back of the head. Execution style?”

“Nope. The entry would is angled upwards. I think the killer shot him from a crouching position.” Ibrahim pointed to a row of trash cans. “He hid behind those and waited for Ansara to pass by.”

“Does the university have many Muslim students?”

“A few.”

“So the killer might have been waiting for professor Ansara, or he might have just been waiting for anyone and Ansara just happened to be the unlucky one. Why don’t you think this is a hate crime?”

“We got a call from the university. The professor’s office was broken into last night. Someone stole his laptop.”

Another vanished computer. Mary had no doubt that this murder was somehow related to the terror attacks. The question was: how? “Any indication he might have been involved with religious extremists?”

Ibrahim shook his head. “On the contrary. He was openly critical of Islamic religion and political leaders for not doing enough to stop terrorism. In fact, a bunch of people at the university were trying to get him fired, accusing him of being an anti-Muslin extremist.”

“Was he? An anti-Muslin extremist, I mean.”

Ibrahim shrugged. “I don’t think so. Mostly, he was just a big mouth.”

The professor seemed an unlikely candidate for domestic terrorism. Still, the missing computer meant there was a connection. She just had to figure out what it was. “Do you think this is somehow related to the terror attacks I’m investigating? Is that why you called me?”

“Uh, no. Someone called the police last night, saying professor Ansara was missing.”

“Do you know who the caller is?”

“Leopold Blake.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Mary was not surprised to find Leopold waiting for her when she arrived at the university. Crime scene techs were going over the professor’s office, so they talked in the hall.

“How well did you know Professor Ansara?” Mary asked.

“We went to school together. Same college. We didn’t exactly keep in touch after graduation. We talked or met up once in a while, but it was sporadic.”

“You were supposed to meet last night and he didn’t show?”

“That’s right.”

“Did he have any enemies?”

“Yes, he had enemies. No, I don’t know who they are,” Leopold said irritably. “Why don’t you ask what you really want to ask me? Why were we meeting last night?”

“Okay. Why?”

“He told me he had a problem and wanted my professional opinion on how he should handle it.”

“What problem?”

“Somebody said something to him that made him suspicious. Before you ask, he didn’t tell me what it was. All he said was that he was thinking about reporting it to the FBI.”

“You can’t tell me more than that?”

“I don’t know any more. I’m sorry to be so vague, but Davis was very cagey about the whole thing.”

“You have no idea what this unnamed person said that made your friend so suspicious.”

“I just said so, didn’t I?”

“But it was a woman, right?”

That caught Leopold by surprise. “How did you know that?”

“Because he was killed by the same person who killed Ronkowski, and I know she was a woman.” Mary nodded towards the professor’s door. “His computer is missing. Stolen.”

“Just like Ronkowski and Nasir and Khan.” Leopold didn’t try to hide the smugness in his voice. “But wait. There is no way Davis would have been involved in domestic terrorism.”

“I think you’re right, but maybe our killer didn’t know that. I don’t think Ronkowski and Nasir and Khan were lone wolves. They didn’t become killers on their own. Someone put them up to it. Now suppose this same person tried to recruit Professor Ansara.”

“Davis never would have been a part of something like that. Davis was killed to keep him quiet.”

“Exactly my thinking.”

“But why are you so sure it’s a woman behind this?”

“Because of the short time it took to turn Nasir and Khan.” Mary said. “People don’t become ideologically driven fanatics in the space of a few weeks or a few months. There’s only one thing that can turn a man into a completely different person in so short a time.”

“A woman.”

Mary looked down the hall and saw Jerome nearby, trying to look as nonchalant as a six-foot-seven man with a gun under his jacket can. Other than that, the hall was empty. She leaned in close to Leopold and spoke softly. “Can I ask you another question?”

“Sure.”

“Are you mad at me?”

“No? Why would you think that?”

“I tried to get you in on the Ronkowski investigation and you didn’t seem interested. Usually, I can’t get rid of you.”

Leopold shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “Well, I didn’t think I could, uh, add anything of value to the investigation.”

“Add anything of value? I get suspicious when you talk like a businessman. You only slip into business double talk when you don’t want to be straight with me.”

“I’m beginning to think maybe I don’t know the difference between helping and just getting in the way.”

“There usually isn’t a difference with you.” Mary said. “Is this about what Oakes said to you?”

“You know about that?”

“I heard. Hell, everybody heard. The man has a voice like a fog horn. Oakes isn’t my father. He doesn’t look out for my best interests. I do that. Understood?”

“Understood.”

Mary saw that a young woman had parked herself in front of Jerome and was talking a mile a minute at him. “I think we’d better go rescue your bodyguard.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


The young woman stood almost toe to toe with Jerome. She was barely five feet tall and she stood so close she had to stare almost straight up to look Jerome in the eye, which meant Jerome had to look almost straight down. She wore an oversized flannel shirt, a denim skirt, DayGlo orange sneakers and slanted, “grandma” glasses. “You’re not a cop, are you?”

“No, I’m not.” Jerome quoted the same answer he’d given many times before. “I’m assisting the police with their inquiries.”

“You have a gun.”

“Have a permit.”

“Are you a bodyguard or something?”

He didn’t answer.

“My name’s Frances, but people call be Frannie ‘cause I hate Frances. What’s your name?”

He didn’t answer.

“Is that Leopold Blake over there? I’ve heard of him. He’s rich enough to have a bodyguard.”

“I think you should leave now.”

“I go to school here. I have more right to be here than you do.”

Their toes were nearly touching. “You don’t have a very good sense of personal space, do you?”

“I’ve been told that before.” She said, still not moving or taking her eyes off Jerome. “Anyone ever tell you that you look like Ving Rhames?”

“Nobody.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“I find you hard to believe.”

“I’ve been told that before, too. I hope you find who killed professor Ansara. He shouldn’t be dead.”

“Did you like the professor?”

“He was cool,” she said. “A lot of people around here hated him, but I thought he was funny.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”

“Now you sound like a cop.”

“I don’t mean to.”

“I saw him yesterday afternoon, after his date.”

“Do you know who his date was?”

“Nope. I think he was pissed that I even knew about it.”

“How did you know about it?”

“He was wearing a tie. He never wears a tie to school. I don’t think it went well. He sure wasn’t going to see her again.”

“How do you know that?”

“When he gave me his phone, I reminded him to transfer all his phone numbers. He said, and I quote, ‘There’s only one number on that phone and I’m never calling it again.’ Sounds pretty final to me, doncha think?”

“Why did he give you his phone?”

“You sure do ask a lot of questions. You sure you aren’t a cop?”

“Positive. Now what about the phone?”

“Recycling. The school has a recycling program for all electronics. Computers, cell phones, everything. They all go into the bins, and a truck comes by once in a while to pick it all up.”

“Can you tell me where the bins are?”

“Sure. Just go out the front, turn left and head about halfway across the campus. They’re right next to the Admin Building. You can’t miss them.”

“When does the truck come next?”

“Today. I just saw it.”

“Damn.” Jerome sidestepped the woman and bolted down the hall.

Frannie waved after him. “Bye. Nice talking to you.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


Mary and Leopold had no clue where Jerome was going or why he had run out in such a hurry. They followed. By the time they exited the building, Jerome was already halfway across the campus. He paused briefly by the Administration Building, apparently to look at some refuse bins. Soon, he was moving again. There was no chance they could catch up to him. All they could do was keep him in sight. He reached the end of the campus and continued, running into the busy street. Mary and Leopold were huffing and puffing, nearly a block behind him. He seemed to be chasing a white van, but it was too far ahead of him and heading for an on-ramp.

The van followed the curve of the on-ramp, intending to enter the freeway. Instead of following, in an amazing burst of speed, Jerome cut across, leaping over a hedgerow and a concrete retaining wall and just barely beating the van to the other side. He leapt into the middle of road, threw his arms wide apart and bellowed, “Stop!”

Brakes squealed and the van shuddered to a stop just two feet from where Jerome stood. The driver stuck his head out of the window and yelled, “What in God’s name is wrong with you? Are you some kind of moron? What kinda brain damage makes a fellow do something so stupid? Do you have any idea how close I came to flattening you?”

Jerome judged the distance. “Two feet.”

Mary and Leopold finally caught up. Mary held up her badge and attempted to mollify the angry driver. “Sorry … police … sorry … wait a minute.” Breathing heavily, she bent over with a hand on her side.

Leopold leaned against the side of the van, trying to catch his breath. Horns were blaring behind them. Several vehicles had backed up behind the van, creating a bottleneck.

Mary got her voice back. “We need to move this vehicle to the side of the road and let traffic pass.”

“I’ve been pulled over by the cops before,” the driver said. “‘But you’re the first one ever to do it on foot.”

Once the van was on the shoulder and the honking had subsided, Leopold asked his bodyguard, “Why did we just hijack this van?”

“I think the professor’s phone is in here.”

“You think?”

“If this is the right van.” Jerome asked the driver. “Did you just pick up a load of electronics to be recycled from Lennox University?”

“Sure did. Is that why you stopped me? Because it’s legal, you know.”

“This is great news.” Leopold said. “The killer must have communicated with Davis electronically. That’s why she stole his computer. If he used his phone to contact her, we may have a record of it to help us identify and locate her.”

Mary said to the driver, “We need to see in the back.”

“Knock yourself out.”

Mary walked around to the back with Leopold and Jerome in tow. She opened up the doors and said, “Oh, shit.” The van was filled with boxes, and the boxes were filled with cell phones. “How the hell are we going to figure out which one was his?”

“Frannie knows what it looks like.” Jerome said. “Maybe she can help us identify it.”

Mary and Leopold looked at each other. Then, simultaneously, “Frannie?”

“She hates being called Frances.”

With three new passengers, the van pulled back onto the road. Unable to back up, the driver was forced to drive onto the freeway. It took fifteen minutes to find another exit, then another twenty minutes to drive back to the university. Once there, they had to locate Frances. They didn’t have a last name and didn’t know where to look, so Mary called admissions. There were four Franceses enrolled at the university. Apparently, Frances had been a popular baby name nineteen years ago. Fortunately, only one fit her description. She was currently attending an astronomy class, so they drove to the planetarium and waited for class to let out.

A bell rang, and students poured out the side door. Jerome spotted Frannie and pointed her out.

Mary approached her. “Are you Frannie?”

“Who wants to know?”

“I’m Sergeant Jordan with the NYPD. We need your help?”

“My help?” Then she saw Jerome over Mary’s shoulder. She waved at him. “Hello again.” To Mary, “Don’t you think he looks like Ving Rhames?”

“I always thought so. Do you remember what Professor Ansara’s phone looks like?”

“I guess.” Frannie shrugged. “It was one of those funky, cheap off brands. Uh, Sceptre, I think. It was silver. Oh, and the screen was cracked. It had a crack diagonally, you know, corner to corner, and then another crack diagonally the other way. It looked like a jagged X.”

“Well, that narrows it down, anyway.” Leopold said, opening the back of the van. He pulled out the first of the boxes.

“You’re wasting your time,” Frannie said. “People are supposed to delete everything on their phones before they recycle. There shouldn’t be anything on it.”

Leopold asked Mary, “If the data has been wiped, do you think it can be recovered?”

“We won’t know until we try.”

Leopold handed boxes filled with cell phones to Mary and Jerome. “This may take a while.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


They spent over an hour dumping boxes of cell phones onto the ground and then sorting through them to locate a Sceptre phone with a silver case and cracked screen. Eventually, Leopold located it. There was still a little battery life left but when he powered it up, it was empty.

“Frannie was right. Everything’s been deleted,” Leopold complained bitterly. He handed the phone to Mary. “Do you think the data can be recovered?”

“I don't know.”

“Ahem.” The driver of the van they had commandeered cleared his throat loudly.

Mary, Leopold, and Jerome spent the next half hour scooping up piles of cells phones off the ground and putting them back into the boxes, then loading the boxes back onto the van.

They headed to One Police Plaza, and Mary handed the phone off to a technician who, hopefully, would recover the missing data. While waiting for that to happen, she went to her desk and found a report waiting for her.

Leopold tried to read over her shoulder, but she flipped through the pages too fast. “Good news, I hope?”

“This is the ballistics report on the bullet taken out of professor Ansara. It matches the gun used to kill Ronkowski. It’s the same person, all right.”

“We knew that, already.”

“But now we have proof. That’s the important thing.”

The technician Mary had handed the phone to reappeared. He dropped the phone on her desk.

“That was quick.” She said, surprised.

“It was easy. The guy who had this phone deleted the files but forgot to clear the cache, so the whole internet history is still in there. It’s a dumb mistake people make all the time.”

Mary had changed phones more than once and had never cleared the cache. She didn’t even know how. Was her phone history still floating around somewhere? “Good job. Thanks.”

He gave a curt nod and departed.

Mary powered up the phone to see what she could see.

Leopold peered over her shoulder eagerly. “Well?”

“Give me a chance, will you?” She snapped.

“Sorry.”

There didn’t seem to be much on the phone. “As far as I can tell, he only over used this phone to exchange text messages with one number, and to visit one website.”

“What website?”

“Something called ‘Rose of Allah,’ whatever that is.” She skimmed through the pages. “Good grief. It’s a dating website.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


Judge Berkovitz sat at his desk in his chambers and glowered as he flipped through the pages in front of him, his face growing darker and darker. Finally, he looked up at Mary and said, with genuine incredulity, “Oy, a brokh. You really expect me to issue a warrant based on this?”

Mary knew already the battle was lost, but she wasn’t the type to give up without a fight, even when the fight was hopeless. “Yes, Your Honor. Rose of Allah is a dating website that caters to Muslims. Professor Davis Ansara signed up with Rose of Allah and made a date with a woman named Zahra. We don’t have her full ID. That might not even be her real name. When we get the records for Rose of Allah, we can identify her. I believe she is the killer.”

“Feh. I don’t see anything here that supports that statement.” The Judge waved a hand over the papers on his desk. “A man joined a dating service and then he was murdered. You haven’t shown me anything that indicates these two events are related. You might as well ask for all the records from the public library because he had a library card.”

“There’s more to it than that. The gun that killed Professor Ansara was the same gun that killed Donald Ronkowski.”

“That doesn’t strengthen your case. It does the opposite, in fact. I’m hard pressed to believe a college professor from New York and some dumb kid from Nebraska were dating the same woman, let alone murdered by the same woman. Even if they were, you haven’t shown me any evidence linking Rose of Allah to this supposed ‘black widow,’ who seduces men and then kills them.”

“Both men had their computers stolen, obviously to hide electronic communication.”

“It’s the twenty-first century. Everyone communicates electronically. My Bubeh has a Facebook account.”

“This is about more than just the murder of two men. Three men have committed acts of terror in the city. There may be more in the future.”

“So now you try to scare me into pissing on ‘just cause’ and the Constitution?”

“These men were recruited, and someone at Rose of Allah did the recruiting.”

“Prove it.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do.”

“I know what you’re trying to do. This is a Muslim-owned business with exclusively Muslim clientele. People whose only crime is being Muslim and not wanting to be alone on a Saturday night. Their list of clients would make a nice list of potential suspects, would it? Despite what some people think, New York City is not a police state.”

Mary could feel her face turning red. She struggled to maintain a calm demeanor. She knew the consequences of losing her temper with a judge. “I’m only interested in Zahra, whoever she is. No one has any intention of doing anything with any of the other names on the client list.”

“So you say.” The judge said, skeptically. “But once you have it, you have it. I’m not giving the NYPD carte blanche to collect the names of Muslims. Have you even talked to anyone at Rose of Allah?”

“Of course not. The moment we do that, they’ll know we’re onto them.”

“That’s what I thought. Your request for a warrant is denied.”

“But …”

“This is not happening. You might as well just accept it.”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

Mary calmly left the Judge’s chambers. She calmly took the elevator to the ground floor of the court house. She calmly walked through the lobby and out the front door. She calmly walked down the street and located her parked car.

Then she shrieked, “Son of a bitch!” and punched the driver’s side door, leaving a massive dent and scraping her knuckles bloody.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Mary and Leopold had lunch at a ridiculously overpriced bistro in Manhattan. It was expensive enough that the menus didn’t have prices. Jerome joined them. Normally, when Leopold had a meal with someone, Jerome didn’t eat. He just hovered close by, but out of sight. Leopold was used to this arrangement, and Jerome actually preferred it, as that was how he was trained, but it made Mary uncomfortable. Somehow, it didn’t seem right for a man she considered a friend to stand off to the side like an employee, which he was. Jerome was a professional and worked hard to keep the lines between work and friendship from blurring. Still, Mary didn’t like it, so Jerome ate with them this time. Mary picked up a salt shaker from the table but, remembering her blood pressure, set it back down without using it. She speared a bit of chicken and lettuce from her chef’s salad, imagining it to be Judge Berkovitz’s eye, and popped it into her mouth, grinding angrily.

She swallowed and grumbled, “Damned pompous gasbag.”

Leopold looked up from his club sandwich. “What did I do now?”

“Not you. That stupid judge. Lecturing me like I was child. He wouldn’t give us the client list, phone records, internet records, not anything.”

“I’m not entirely sure I blame him. Depending on how much business that dating service gets, that client list could have hundreds of Muslims on it, most of whom are perfectly innocent of any wrongdoing. I can understand if the judge was worried about how it looks.”

“I’ll tell you how it looks.” Mary temper was rising. “It looks to me like the judge is more concerned about bad press than about protecting people.”

“Still, I can see why he wouldn’t want to issue a warrant without good reason.”

“I have a good reason.” Mary snapped. “Someone at Rose of Allah is recruiting domestic terrorists. I’m sure of it.”

“I’m sure you’re right. We just have to try another tactic.”

“Such as?”

“When in doubt, follow the money. If the dating service was created for the purpose of recruiting, then most likely the owner or a major investor is either the person behind this or can lead us to whoever is.”

“Good thinking, only the judge wouldn’t let us have the financial records, either.”

“Would you excuse me a moment?” Leopold stood up, taking his phone out of his pocket. “I need to make a phone call. In private.”

Jerome watched his employer walked out the door and stand out on the street in front of the restaurant’s massive picture window. He could see him clearly but not hear him.

“He’s up to something.” Mary said.

“He’s always up to something.” Jerome said, not taking his eyes off him.

“Don’t you ever want to just kill him?”

“That would probably negatively impact my salary.”

“Still, though, he drives me crazy and I can get away from him, sometimes. You have to be around him all the time. Isn’t it just so … frustrating?”

“Life is frustrating. I don’t let it get to me.”

“How?”

“How what?”

“How do you keep it from getting to you?”

“Is this just idle curiosity or are you looking for some practical advice?”

“The second one. My … uh, a friend told me recently that I might have some anger issues.”

Jerome smiled a bit. “Might?”

“I just told you I have anger issues. You think pissing me off is the thing to do?”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

“Anyway, yes, I’m looking for advice.”

“Have you thought about meditation?”

“God, no. Hippy dippy granola flower power shit? I don’t see myself sitting on a Persian rug listening to sitar music while trying to commune with the goddess earth mother through a crystal.”

“It’s not like that, you know.”

“I just not a very spiritual person.”

“Meditation isn’t about spirituality. It’s about focus. It teaches you techniques for controlling your mind and body. Think of it as a kind of biofeedback. You learn how to control things like your heart rate and blood pressure.”

Blood pressure. Mary wondered if he’d guessed the real reason she was asking. “I’ll think about it.”

Leopold finished his call and came back to the table. “Sorry about that. So where were we? Oh, yeah. I think we ought to pay a visit to Rose of Allah and check out the operation.”

Mary complained, “That’s exactly what I wanted to avoid. The moment police show up, whoever is behind this will know we’re onto her and she’ll vanish.”

“Maybe there’s a way we can do it without arousing suspicion?”

“How.”

“By employing a technique I like to call good, old-fashioned bullshit.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


The office for Rose of Allah was located in the trendy East Village neighborhood. The real estate was pricey, but its close proximity to New York University meant a younger, more ethnically diverse population than many other Manhattan neighborhoods. It also had the highest density of bars in the city. The office was a converted bakery. A large window that had once displayed bagels and cakes and every sort of pastry now held a red neon rose. There was no other signage. Mary walked up the steps leading to the front door and entered the building, with Leopold following. A young woman sat behind a desk near the front door, acting as receptionist. Nearly all the office was visible from that vantage point. It had the open floor plan, deliberately mismatched furnishings, and funky decor of a typical internet startup. Behind the receptionist, there were several desks with computers. Workers sat typing intently, apparently oblivious to the interlopers. On the far wall was a painting of a rose and the words “Rose of Allah” were repeated in several languages, including English, Arabic, Farsi, and Urdu.

The receptionist flashed a friendly but professional smile, “May I help you?”

“I’m Sergeant Jordan with the NYPD.” Mary showed her badge to the young woman. “I need to speak to whoever is in charge here. It’s an important matter.”

Her smile faltered a bit. “Just a moment, please.” She picked a telephone receiver and whispered into it. “There are police here. They say they want to talk to someone in charge.” There was a pause, then, “I didn’t ask.” Another pause. “Okay.” She set the receiver down.”

“Someone will be with you in a moment.”

Even before she had finished speaking, a man appeared. A young man, dressed in business casual, he put out a hand. “Hello. My name is Danny Masood. I’m the manager here. What seems to be the problem?”

Mary shook his hand. “Thank you for seeing me, Mr. Masood. It’s about one of your clients.” She took out a picture of Professor Ansara and handed it to the manager. “Do you recognize him?”

“I’m afraid I don’t.” He handed the picture back. “We get a few walk-ins from time to time, but most of our matches are made online. I actually get to meet very few of our clients.”

“His name was Davis Ansara. He was a professor at Lennox University. I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but he was murdered.”

Mr. Masood put a hand to his mouth. “That’s terrible.”

“We know that on the night he was killed. Professor Ansara had a date with a woman he met through this service. We only know her screen name: Zahra. We were hoping you could help us locate her.”

Suspicion clouded Masood’s face. “Our client list is confidential. Confidentiality is the cornerstone of our business. Our clientele is exclusively Muslim and, as you can imagine, some are very concerned about harassment.” He added pointedly, “Especially by the police.”

“It is very important that we get in touch with this woman right away.”

“We don’t simply match up names and pictures here. We do very thorough background checks on all our clients. I find it very hard to believe one of our clients could have done something like this.”

“We don’t think she did.”

“You don’t? Then why do you want to find her?”

“We think she might be in danger too.”

Leopold stepped forward. “Please listen. Davis was a friend of mine. He was followed that night. Whoever did this saw Davis and Zahra together. We only want to protect her.”

“I’m not sure.” Masood rubbed his hands together, nervously, then coughed. It was an artificial sounding cough, a delaying tactic while he tried to decide what to do. “I don’t have the authorization to give you what you want. I’m just an employee. I don’t own the company. The owner would have to make that decision.”

“Can we talk to the owner?” Mary asked, then added, “It is very urgent.” To keep Masood from having too much time to think.

”She’s not in the office. Actually, I don’t think she’s even in New York at the moment. She might be on a business trip.”

“What is her name? Can you give us her number so we can talk to her?”

Masood shook his head vigorously. “Oh, I definitely can’t do that.”

Mary took out a card and handed it to Masood. “A woman’s life is at stake. This is my phone number. Call her and explain the situation. If she has any doubts, have her call me. Okay?”

Masood took the card reluctantly. “Okay.”

Mary and Leopold left. Jerome was outside, waiting for them. “How did it go?”

“I don’t know.” Mary shrugged. “I’m not sure we accomplished anything.”

Leopold said, “They can’t leave this lie, even if they are suspicious. Someone will have to contact us, whether it’s Masood, the owner or a lawyer. Once that happens and we hear what they have to say, then we can decide on our next move.”


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


When Mary returned to the station, there was news waiting for her. Just not the news she was hoping for.

Captain Oakes cornered her. “The FBI has sent an expert to assist you with your investigation.”

“I don’t understand. We already have a whole slew of feebs following leads on the terror attack. Why are they sending another one?”

“Because I asked them to,” Oakes said. “He’s going to be looking into the financials of the dating service you uncovered. Remember, this doesn’t reflect on you at all. You did a damned good job uncovering this Rose of Allah, but now you’re getting into something very different. I don’t want you getting mired down in a bunch of accountants’ tricks. I asked for a forensic accountant with experience in money laundering and foreign banking and all that kind of stuff. The guy they sent is supposed to be the best. Besides, frankly, the FBI has more resources than we do.

Mary tried not to show her boss how annoyed she was. She wasn’t entirely successful. “With all due respect …”

“Whenever you say that, the next words out of your mouth invariably show very little respect.”

“Surely, if we’re getting into some sticky financial stuff, Leopold Blake is the best resource we could have.”

“That’s exactly what I don’t want. This case has the potential to be a political powder keg. Put simply, Blake doesn’t follow the rules. I can overlook it once in a while, but not now. If we catch a suspect, go to trial, and that suspect gets off because of some shenanigans Blake pulled, all our careers are D.O.A.”

Mary opened her mouth, then closed it again without further argument. There was no point. “When is this feeb supposed to arrive?”

“He’s here already, at your desk. Go introduce yourself.”

As Mary walked to her desk, she wondered how Leopold would respond. Oakes hadn’t come right out and forbidden her from working with him, but he had managed to hamper his involvement by making her work with another financial expert. When she arrived at her desk, there was a newcomer waiting for her. The man Mary presumed to be the FBI agent saw her and smiled. He was, quite possibly, the best looking man she had ever seen. He was Hispanic and his jaw looked like it had been carved out of mochaccino-colored marble. He stood up. The body matched the face. He wore a light gray suit, white shirt, and a blue tie. The jacket was slung over the back of her chair. “Sergeant Jordan?”

“Yes.”

“Juan Chavez. It’s nice to put a face to a voice.”

Chavez? It took her a moment to place the name. “Oh, yes. We spoke on the phone. Nice to meet you, Agent Chavez.”

“Call me Johnny. I gather I’m here to look into Rose of Allah’s financials.”

Mary said, “That may be a little difficult. So far, we haven’t been able to get a judge to give us a warrant.”

Chavez waved a dismissive hand. “You’d be surprised what we can found out with just public records.”

“Like what?”

“Well, I can guesstimate the company’s expenses by adding up the average rent for the property Rose of Allah occupies, utilities, employee salaries, the cost of a server, things like that, so we have a rough idea how much money they need to stay in business. Then I took a look at the company website to see how much they charge, so we know how many customers they need to stay in business.”

“That’s very impressive, but since we don’t have access to the client list, we don’t know how many customers they have, so what good is that?”

“True, we don’t know how many customers Rose of Allah has, but we do know how much traffic the website gets. That’s public record, too.”

“And what does the traffic tell us?”

“Even if every single person who visited the website became a customer, Rose of Allah can’t possibly be making enough money to cover all the bills. It simply isn’t making enough money to stay in business.”

“Okay. I admit it, I’m impressed. I’m still not sure that’s enough to get a warrant. Businesses don’t always make money right away. Someone must be bankrolling the company. That’s who need to find.”

“Well, it can’t be the owner. Daniel Masood got his MBA on a scholarship. He doesn’t have any money of his own, and neither do his parents.”

“Masood isn’t the owner, anyway. We need to find who the real owner is.”

“What?”

“Daniel Masood isn’t the owner.”

“According to the public record, he is.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Positive. I’ve seen the forms with his signature on it. Daniel Masood is the sole owner and proprietor of Rose of Allah.”

“Son of a bitch.” Mary was kicking herself mentally. How could she be so stupid? He lied and she took him at his word. Then, she stopped kicking herself and her face split into a huge grin. “He lied. The son of a bitch lied to me.”

Chavez understood what she was getting at and smiled with her.” Lying to a police officer. Sounds like grounds for a warrant to me.”


CHAPTER FIFTY


The (barely) orchestrated chaos of John F. Kennedy Airport was always worse at night. Travelers were tired and grouchy and had a hard time following directions, which made the staff tired and grouchy. Lines always moved more slowly at night. The line for the service counter weaved back and forth between the barriers, making six hairpin turns. It took over an hour and a half to navigate.

A dark-haired woman in a flowing, teal sari stood patiently, seemingly immune to the infectious irritability of her fellow passengers. She occasionally took a step, lifting her bag off the floor and then setting in down again as the line crept forward. Eventually, she reached the front of the line and approached the service desk when so ordered.

Smiling, the handed her driver’s license and a piece of paper with her confirmation number to the attendant.

As she had done hundreds of times previously that day, the attendant wearily read the name on the license, Rani Gupta, and compared the picture to the person standing in front of her. They were the same person. In the picture, as in real life, Rani Gupta wore very little makeup, just a modest amount of lipstick and eyeliner. A bindi glittered on her forehead.

Robotically, the attendant began the script she had read hundreds of times that day. “How many bags are you checking?”

Rani Gupta spoke in a slightly sing-song voice, “No bags to check. Just my carry-on.” She indicated the bag at her feet.

“Did you pack this bag yourself?”

“Yes.”

“Has your bag been in your possession since you packed it?”

“Oh, yes. I promise.”

“Have you accepted anything from strangers to carry on this flight?”

She bobbled her head in the Indian manner. “Oh no. Not at all.”

The attendant tapped at her computer. A whirring noise indicated the boarding pass was being printed. The attended handed the pass to Rani Gupta, droning, “Your departure gate is C19, to your left. Have a nice flight.”

“Oh, thank you so much.” She put her hands together and nodded. “Namaste.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


It took another day to get the warrant. Judge Berkovitz was not happy but, in the end, he agreed to issue the warrant. However, he was adamant that the warrant was for the arrest of Daniel Masood only. Nothing and no one else. It was a start, thought Mary.

Chavez accompanied Mary to Rose of Allah. When they arrived, she was surprised to see the neon rose was turned off and no lights in the window. “Uh-oh. This isn’t a good sign.”

They entered the building and found all the employees standing about in the middle of the floor, looking baffled. Mary asked one woman, “Where’s Masood?”

The woman put a hand to her mouth and screeched, “Hey, Danny! You got company.”

Masood appeared with his cell phone in hand. “She still isn’t answering and now it’s going straight to voice mail.” He saw Mary and Chavez. “Oh, hello again. Are you here because of this?” He waved a hand vaguely in the air.

“Because of what?” Mary asked. “What’s happened?”

“The power was shut off. So were the phones, and all the computers are gone.”

Yesterday, every desk and table in the office and at least one computer on it. Today, every one was empty.

“You mean somebody stole them?”

“I don’t know. They’re just missing. Not just the computers. The servers are gone too.”

“Show me.”

Obediently, Masood led Mary to a door in the back. He opened the door and Mary saw a room, empty except for dangling wires and loose power cords lying on the floor.

Thieves might have stolen computers and, theoretically, even servers, but they wouldn’t have shut off the electricity.

“Why is the power off?”

“I called Con Ed. They said Rosa called and had it turned off. The same with the phones.” The confusion was evident in Masood’s voice. He had no clue what was going on.

“Rosa? Who is that?”

“Rosa Ghannam. She owns the company. I’ve tried calling her and texting her, over and over. She doesn’t answer. What are we supposed to do now?”

Mary narrowed her eyes. “According to the paperwork we have, the company is owned by Daniel Masood.”

“No. Rosa owns the company.” Masood waved his arm in the direction of the now apparently unemployed staff. “I’m an employee, just like them.”

“Public records say otherwise.” Mary took out her handcuffs. “Turn around and place your hands behind your back.”

“What?”

“Daniel Masood, I am placing you under arrest. You have the right to remain silent …”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


The interrogation room was just like every interrogation room Masood had ever seen on television, right down to the big mirror. “Is this one of those two-way mirrors?” Masood pressed his face against the mirror, trying to see through it. “Do these things really work?”

“Will you please sit down!” Mary barked. “Otherwise, I’ll have you restrained.”

“Okay. Okay.” Masood sat. “I’m not used to being cooped up like this. How long are you going to keep me here?”

“You lied to us. We’ll keep you here as long as it takes to get the truth.”

“I did not lie. I do not own the damned company. I just worked there.”

Mary pointed to the signature on the paperwork that indicated ownership in front of Masood.” Did you sign this?”

“I don’t know. I signed a lot of stuff when Rosa hired me. She approached me a year ago, said she wanted to start this dating service, kind of a J Date for Muslims. I helped her set things up, designed the website, and then ran the place when it was up and running, but she put up all the capital. It’s her company.”

Mary placed more papers in front of him. Your signature is on the rental agreement for the property. The electricity and telephones and trash removal is all in your name. So far, we haven’t found this Rosa Ghannam woman’s name on one single document.”

“It was easier for me to do all those things. I’m from New York. Those things are ten times harder when you’re from out of town.”

“So she was from out of town. Do you know where from?”

“Florida. Miami, I think. She was married to some rich, old guy who made a fortune in the stock market and retired. Then he died, and she didn’t know what to do with herself and decided to start her own business.”

“That’s a nice, convincing backstory. She tell you that?”

“Of course.”

“I don’t suppose you did anything to verify her story?”

“Why would I?”

Mary stood up. “Wait here, please.”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No.”

Mary walked out of the interrogation room and joined Leopold and Chavez on the other side of the mirror, where they had been listening to the conversation. “Well, what do you think?”

“I think he’s telling the truth.” Chavez said. “He really had no idea he’s the legal owner of Rose of Allah.”

Mary was inclined to agree, but she really wanted something more substantial that a gut feeling. “He could be a patsy or he could just be setting up a defense. We don’t even know if this Rosa Ghannam exists.”

“I’m having major déjà vu right now.”

“You mean you’ve heard of a case like this before?”

“Yes, and very recently, too. Just before I came here, an insurance fraud case crossed my desk. Patient data was being stolen from one of those document disposal companies, and being used to create phony insurance claims.”

“Um, okay. That doesn’t sound anything like this case. Not even a little bit.”

“The guy who owned the document disposal company said he didn’t own the company, but all the records said he did.”

“Now that’s more like it. Where was this?”

“San Francisco.”

“I don’t know.” Mary was dubious. “Do you really think the two cases are related? Except for one similar detail, they don’t seem to have anything to do with each other.”

“It’s possible.” Chavez was warming up to the subject. Mary was right. The connective tissue was so thin it was nearly invisible, but he didn’t want to give it up without exploring further. “You know, it’s not unheard of for terrorists to finance their activities with insurance fraud scams. It ended up costing the insurance companies hundreds of thousands of dollars, and all the money ended up in a bank account in Singapore.”

“Singapore?” Leopold, who had been listening quietly, perked up. “Did you say Singapore?”

Chavez nodded. “Yeah, why?”

“I think there might be another connection between the two cases.”

“What’s that?”

Leopold looked at Mary. “Promise you won’t get mad?”

Mary put her hands on her hips. “What did you do?”

“Do you promise not to get mad?”

“I do not.”

“When the judge wouldn’t give us a warrant to check out Rose of Allah’s financials, I decided to call in a favor.”

“Oh my God,” Mary groaned, putting her head in her hands.

“I know a few people in the banking industry.” That was an understatement. “According to a friend of mine who would rather remain anonymous for obvious reasons, the Rose of Allah bank account here in the U.S. is very healthy because every month, it gets a fresh infusion of funds in the form of a transfer from a bank in Singapore.”

“Goddamn it, Leopold. None of that information is admissible in a court of law because you obtained it illegally.”

“If we don’t find out who’s behind this, we’ll never even see the inside of a courtroom.” Leopold said, defensively.

“The chain of evidence …”

“Screw the chain of evidence. Once we know who, we can work backwards to create a chain of evidence that will hold up in a court. Let’s focus on the who, first.”

They both stood quiet for a moment, glaring at each other. Chavez took advantage of the lull in the argument. “If I may make a suggestion, why don’t we go to San Francisco? That’s where the source of the money funding the operation is, so it’s a good place to try to identify the mastermind.”

Mary said, “And just how am I supposed to convince my captain to let me go to San Francisco to follow a lead we obtained illegally?”

“You don’t have to,” Chavez said. “I’ll go. I don’t need to get permission. I’m already handling the fraud case.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Leopold said. “Do you mind if I tag along?”

“Not if Mary doesn’t object.”

She said, “Please take him. Don’t feel you have to bring him back.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


Chavez counted silently as he walked down the aisle. 1-C, 2-C, 3-C, 4-C, 5-C.5-C. That can’t be right, Chavez thought. He hadn’t yet passed the curtain that divided the entitled first class from the peons in coach.

Leopold occupied 5-D. “I took the liberty of upgrading you. I wanted to talk during the flight and I have no intention of sitting in coach.”

“Gee, thanks. The Bureau never lets me fly first class. You ever see that TV show where the FBI agents all fly around in a private jet? Total bullshit.” Chavez stowed his bag and took his seat next to Leopold. Jerome sat ahead in 4-D.

A flight attendant with a first class (not coach) smile offered the men drinks. Leopold ordered a Chardonnay. On duty, Chavez settled for an orange juice. Jerome declined a drink.

Once they were served, Leopold said, “Let me see if I understand. Basically, someone committing insurance fraud in San Francisco sent the money to a bank in Singapore. The money is then sent from Singapore to New York to fund the dating service being used to recruit domestic terrorists. Have I got that right?”

“Right as rain. Using banks in Singapore makes it tricky to gather evidence. They can be very secretive.”

“You know what they say. Singapore is the new Cayman Islands. It’s a haven for tax evasion and money laundering. There’s a lot of dirty money flowing through that town.”

Chavez raised an eyebrow. “And you know that how? Something you want to confess?”

Leopold didn’t answer. Instead, “It may not be as difficult as you might think. I do a fair amount of business with the Singaporean banking system. They might be more forthcoming with me. I’m not someone they want to piss off. So what are you hoping to find in San Francisco, anyway?”

“The fraud operation has already been shut down by one of the insurance companies being scammed. I want to check out the evidence they’ve gathered first hand. Gil DiMauro is the senior investigator for Bremler Mutual. He’s the guy who figured out the scam in the first place. The perps got away, but DiMauro met them, so I’m hoping he can help us locate them.”

“Is this DiMauro any good?”

Chavez took a moment to consider the question. “Honestly, he’s probably the best fraud man I’ve ever worked with. He sends a lot of work my way. He can sniff out a scheme a mile away and figure how it’s done in no time.”

“But?” Leopold had registered the hesitation.

“Well, he’s smart, but he’s just not that motivated. Maybe that’s a good thing. If he were more ambitious, he might decide working the other side of the law was more lucrative. He’d make one hell of a con man.”

“Does he know we’re coming?”

“I spoke to his boss. She’s an ex-cop from New York. We’ll meet them both tomorrow at the Bremler office.”

The flight attendant collected glasses, and the captain’s voice came over the intercom, telling passengers the plane would be taking off shortly.

Chavez rapped his fingers on the armrest nervously for a while. Then he leaned in close to Leopold. “I think there’s something else we need to discuss, but I’d like to keep it between us.”

Leopold was intrigued. “Okay.”

“The Singapore connection has me worried.”

“Don’t be. No bank in Singapore is going to risk losing my business.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about. A few years ago, I was working a money laundering case, money being laundered in Singapore. I tracked the source of the money to illegal arms sales to radicals in Syria. Syrian authorities arrested a man for the crime, but he claimed to be working for someone else. They offered him his life if he gave up his employer.”

“Did he?”

“He claimed to be working for a woman named Nasrin.”

“A woman arming radicals in the Middle East? Isn’t that a little unusual?”

“Unheard of. That’s why the government didn’t believe him and executed him. Her name has come up a couple of times since. A guy who tried to drive a truck loaded with explosives claimed Nasrin put him up to it. Officially, the Bureau’s position is that Nasrin doesn’t exist. She’s like the Red Hood.”

“Red Hood?”

“You know, from the Batman comics. Batman is chasing this villain called the Red Hood. Only, it turns out there is no Red Hood. It’s just a bunch of guys and a red mask. Nasrin is the same thing. She’s just a name floating around.”

“You said that’s the official story. Does that mean you don’t buy the official version?”

“I wouldn’t say that. I just think that if a woman is convincing men to commit acts of terror … well, you have to admit it’s not entirely dissimilar.”

“Nasrin. Nasrin.” Leopold rolled the name around a couple of times. “That’s Persian, isn’t it?”

“That’s right,” Chavez confirmed. It’s Persian for ‘wild rose.’”


PART FOUR: SAN FRANCISCO


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


Nasrin divested herself of the Rani Gupta persona as soon as she arrived in San Francisco. Once off the plane, she followed a group of women into the ladies room. She entered a stall near the end, but not the handicap stall. She didn’t want to risk some cripple in a wheelchair pounding on the door before she was finished. As soon as the door was closed, she unwound the sari from her body and stuffed it into her carry-on. She removed the tie from her hair and fluffed it up. Out of her carry-on, she produced acid-washed, bellbottom jeans and a baggy Grateful Dead T-shirt. She slipped them on. Next, she took a towelette and removed her makeup. Then, using a handheld mirror, she reapplied a different color lipstick and eyeshadow. She decided to keep wearing the sandals. They worked with her new character, but she quickly applied some bright green nail polish, a difficult feat of contortion in a restroom stall. She wrapped a rainbow-colored bandana around her head as a flourish. One final detail: her carry-on bag was reversible. She turned it inside out, and it now was a different color and texture.

Once she became a different person, she left the restroom and the airport. It was highly unlikely anyone would be waiting for her at the San Francisco airport or, even more unlikely, had followed her from New York. Unlikely but not impossible. Anyone expecting to see Rani Gupta walk out of the airport would be disappointed. Theoretically, someone watching recordings of the video surveillance might eventually realize that the Indian woman who entered the ladies’ room never left, and the brown-skinned hippie who left never entered. By the time that happened, she would be long gone.

She couldn’t be one hundred percent certain she wasn’t being watched. After all, Leopold Blake was looking for her. She knew enough about the great Leopold Blake to be extra careful. Leopold Blake would be surprised to know how much she knew about him.

Nasrin took an airport shuttle downtown. Once in downtown San Francisco, she walked to the infamous Tenderloin district. It was a short walk. Few blocks separated one of the richest parts of San Francisco from one of the poorest. As she walked, the theaters and the five-star hotels and the outrageously overpriced clothing stores transformed into residential hotels and crumbling brick walls covered with graffiti. Tourists carrying Macy’s shopping bags were replaced with the homeless, staggering drunks, and hookers engaged in territorial battles over the best street corners. Nasrin became aware of the scent of urine emanating from the gutters.

There were a few attempts to add a quirky charm to an otherwise depressing street scene, such as some elaborate and genuinely beautiful street art. Unfortunately, much of the art was defaced by crude gang tags rendered in black spray paint.

She found herself on Levinson, between Eddy and Turk, one of the most dangerous stretches of pavement in the city. It was there that she located the SRO (Single Room Occupancy) hotel she was looking for. Despite the designation, one room in that hotel was occupied by three men, who were waiting for her. The ancient creature (Nasrin couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman) manning the front desk didn’t even look at her as she passed.

She found the room and rapped softly on the door. It was Conor who opened it. “You came.”

She slipped into the room quickly and closed the door. “Of course I came.”

“See who it is? It’s Rose.” Conor was both relieved and gleeful.

“We can see that, dipshit,” Irwin snapped. Salazar said nothing. The three men had been cooped up together and their nerves were beyond simply frayed. They were ready to kill each other. Because the rules said only one occupant, two of the men had to remain in hiding at all times. The third, Conor, could only leave to get food.“I’m very cross with you,” she said, softly. “I trusted you to handle things while I was away. If you had done what I said, we wouldn’t be in the spot of bother we are now.”

Conor pointed at Irwin. It wasn’t my fault. It was him. I did everything just like you said. I tried to tell them we should call you, but they just wouldn’t listen.”

“Hey, Conor,” Irwin said. “You got a little something brown on your nose.”

“Recriminations accomplish nothing,” Nasrin said in a reasonable and calming tone of voice. “We have to decide what to do next. There is no way to set up a new operation now. We can’t stay here. We need to leave town. Indeed, I think we should all leave the country and we don’t have time to build up a stake. We need one big score. I’m thinking ten million dollars, minimum.”

Salazar had remained quiet, pessimistic about their chances of getting away, let alone making any money. Now, he perked up. “You have an idea?”

“I always have … let’s call it a contingency plan. We have much to prepare and we must move quickly. First, we need another man, someone smart with a little technical know-how. Can you find us someone, Sal?”

“I know a guy who’s been dying to get in on a big score and he’s no dummy.”

Irwin stuck a hand in the air. He often did that when he asked a question, as if he had never matured beyond high school. “What do we need another guy for? That’s just one more to split the take with.”

“This insurance man, Gil DiMauro, has seen all of you.” She explained. “We need someone he won’t recognize.”

Irwin couldn’t believe his ears. “We’re going after DiMauro?”

“Indeed we are, Irwin.”

“Fuckin’ A!”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE


DiMauro looked at the caller ID on his phone and considered not answering. She’ll just call back. He answered, “No.”

“Whaddaya mean, no?” The Old Lady said. “You don’t even know what I want.”

“Doesn’t matter. The answer is still no.”

“You need to come into work tomorrow.”

“Now I know what you want. No.”

“This isn’t a request.”

“Tomorrow is Sunday. Even God doesn’t work on Sunday.”

“It’s easier to get God to work than you. At least he answers prayers once in a while.”

“I’m busy tomorrow. I have to find a new place to live. A crazy person burned up my apartment. Remember?”

“Johnny is coming. I need you to help me put together all the evidence we have in the DataGuard case.”

“Why is this so urgent? The money’s gone. We’re never getting it back. You might as well just accept it.”

“Stop being a pain. I assumed you’ve heard about those bombings and shootings in New York?”

“What about them?”

“That’s where the money went. It’s been used to fund some kind of terror operation. The FBI wants everything we have and they want it now.”

“Are you serious?”

“What, you think I’m joking?”

“Of course not. I forgot you don’t have a sense of humor.”

“Just be there, smartass. Johnny is bringing some hot shot finance guy with him. They hope to use the money trail to find the assholes behind it all.”

“I’ll be there.”

DiMauro avoided working on the weekends whenever possible. He tried avoiding work during the weekdays as well, but that was more difficult. On the rare occasion he did work weekends, he usually dressed casually in jeans and an open neck shirt. The Old Lady said some “financial big shot” was going to be there, or did she say “financial hot shot?” The next morning, he decided to look a bit more professional. He wore his dark gray suit with a yellow shirt and added a blue and yellow swirly Jerry Garcia tie called “Liquid Torso.”

Most of the tenants of the Bremler building were finance companies, so no one ever worked on the weekends. All doors in the Bremler building were locked on the weekends, including the front doors. DiMauro took out his security card and swiped it past the magnetic reader. There was a beep, a green light flashed, and he pushed open the doors. The normally busy lobby was nearly empty and silent, as expected. He approached the security desk and saw an unfamiliar face. DiMauro showed his security card to the man. “Hi. Where’s Lou? He usually works weekends.”

“Out sick.” The man said. “The flu, I think.”

“Regular flu or stomach flu?”

“Stomach. I thinks he’s been on the pot since last night.”

“Damn. I hope he gets better soon. Say, you’re new here, aren’t you?”

“First day on the job.”

“Don’t get used to seeing me. I never work on Sundays.”

“I don’t mind. I like the quiet.”

“Well, good luck.” DiMauro headed for the elevators. “Have a nice day.”

“You too.”

DiMauro pressed the button and, ding, the elevator doors opened. He pressed the button for the twenty-ninth floor. He checked out his reflection in the mirrored surface and fiddled with his tie. When the door opened, he found himself staring at a massive chest. He looked up and saw a face he hadn’t seen in years, except in his nightmares.

“Long time no see, Di-Moron.”

“Oh, shit.” Biff!


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


Irwin picked DiMauro up bodily and slammed him down hard into an office chair. He recognized the other two men from DataGuard, Conor and Salazar. They both used rolls of silver duct tape to restrain DiMauro in the chair, wrapping the tape around his chest and legs but leaving his arms free.

The only person DiMauro didn’t recognize was the woman. She was tall and beautiful, and her cheekbones gave her a glamorous, movie star quality. “Are you comfortable, Mr. DiMauro? Gil. May I call you Gil?”

“Um, I guess.” Like he was going to tell her no. Not knowing what else to say, he offered, “I like your shirt.”

“I don’t care for hippie music. It demonstrates the blatant hypocrisy of so-called American radicals, making fortunes while claiming to be anti-capitalist.” Her smile and cheerful tone were incongruous compared to her words.

DiMauro asked the question he didn’t want to ask. “What do you want with me?”

“Capitalism. You are going to make us some money.”

“Um, okay. How would you like me to do that?”

“Why don’t we discuss that at your desk?” She scanned the sea of cubicles. “Which is your desk?”

DiMauro pointed. “That way.”

She followed the direction of his finger. Irwin roughly grabbed the back of the chair and she tut-tutted. “Gently, Irwin.”

Whoever this woman was, she was clearly in charge. She seemed to have Irwin under control, but DiMauro knew better. Whatever she had planned, it would go wrong. He only hoped he lived through it. All three of the men had guns tucked under their belts. Salazar carried two gym bags filled with what DiMauro assumed were more weapons.

He was wheeled up to his desk, and the woman pressed the power button on his computer.

“Here is our dilemma,” she said, still smiling. “We need money so we can leave the country. So, how do we get this money? Rob a bank? No, too dangerous. Even if we succeeded, how would we get the money out of the country? These days, of course, people can send money electronically. We could wire the money to our destination and never even have to touch it. Only, where to get the money and how to send it? So, I asked myself, ‘Who has lots and lots of money?’ Do you know what answer I came up with?”

After a long moment of silence, DiMauro realized she was expecting him to answer. “Um, insurance companies?”

“Exactly. Best of all, we don’t have to feel bad about robbing you because insurance companies are the biggest thieves in the world.”

DiMauro’s voice was weak and tremulous. “You’re going to kill me, aren’t you? No matter what I do, you’ll kill me anyway. So, why should I help you?”

Nasrin leaned in close to DiMauro and, disturbingly, put a hand tenderly to his check. “That’s a very good question. Here is the answer: because you’re smart. You certainly think you’re smarter that a bunch of dumb crooks. Maybe you are. You think you can outwit us. Maybe you can. I can see the gears turning in your head. You might just be able to escape if only you had time. That’s why you’re going to help us. It’s the only way to buy yourself time.”

Salazar found a nearby chair and sat down next to DiMauro. “Here’s what’s gonna happen. You’re gonna use your company’s claims payment system to send money just as if you were paying an insurance claim.” He pulled out a sheet of paper with various numbers and laid it on the desk in front of DiMauro. “You’re gonna send the money to this bank account. Here’s the account number, routing number, everything you need.”

“I can’t,” DiMauro said, his voice low and trembling.

“If you don’t, we’ll kill you.” Irwin cracked his knuckles, loudly, and added, “A lot.”

DiMauro cringed. “I mean, the claims system isn’t set up to pay into foreign bank accounts.”

The woman asked, “Is this true?”

Salazar shook his head. “It’s bullshit. Bremler has contracts with two big oil companies. It’s in the contracts that they can pay electronically to overseas accounts.”

The woman clucked her tongue. “Irwin, show Gil what happens when he lies to us.”

Irwin drew back one of his enormous fists. “I’m going to enjoy this.”

“Remember, we need him conscious.”

“Just a love tap, then.”

Irwin’s fist came down and slammed into the side of DiMauro’s face. It felt as if he had been struck in the jaw by lightning. His vision blurred around the edges and, for a moment, he thought he was going to lose consciousness. A loud ringing in his ear slowly subsided. When his vision cleared, he was surprised to find his head still attached to his neck. He tasted the metallic tang of blood and his tongue quickly probed all his teeth. They all seemed to be there, but one may have been loose.

“You aren’t going to lie to us, again, are you, Gil?” She asked.

“No.” A bit of blood and saliva dribbled from his lips.

“Please don’t.” She said.

“Please do,” Irwin said and smacked his fist into his hand. It sounded like a thunderclap.

“Boot up the claims system and don’t try anything funny,” Salazar warned. “I paid insurance claims for ten years myself. I know how things work. If you try anything funny, I’ll know it.”

DiMauro obeyed. “If I’m going to do this, I have to do everything just as if I were paying a real claim. I’ll need things like diagnosis codes and procedure codes. I need the ICD-10 and CPT code books.”

“Where are the code books?”

“On a bookshelf on the other side of the office.”

The woman said, “Go fetch the books, Irwin.”

“Be right back.”

As soon as Irwin disappeared into the forest of cubicles, DiMauro tried to reason with his captors. “You’re making a terrible mistake. This is all going to go horribly wrong.”

“Shut up,” said Salazar.

“Please listen to me. You don’t understand the danger you’re in.”

“Your concern is touching, but misplaced,” the woman said. “I think we have everything under control.”

“Not Biff, you don’t”

“Biff?”

“I mean Irwin.”

“You call him Biff?” The woman giggled at that.

“You think Biff is just a dumb thug you can control. Well, he’s dumb and he’s a thug, all right, but you can’t control him any more than you can control the weather. Trust me on this, Biff is a semi-truck with a monkey behind the wheel. It only looks like it’s under control. One banana in the road, and it’s all over but the screaming.”

“I think you underestimate me,” she said.

Irwin reappeared, two big binders in hand. “Are these the right books?”

DiMauro swallowed hard, dreading what was about to happen. “They sure are, Biff.”

Irwin dropped the books on the floor. His face turned purple. He clenched his fists. He screamed at the top of his lungs, “I told you never to call me that again.”

They were all shocked by this outburst. They were even more shocked by what happened next. Irwin snatched up a chair, held it over his head, and broke into a run straight at DiMauro. “I’ll kill you!”

“Stop this.” The woman commanded. “Stop this at once, Irwin.”

He kept coming. Both Conor and Salazar stuck guns into his face. Only then did he stop, shaking, holding the chair over DiMauro. Even with the guns aimed at him, it looked as if Irwin might bring the chair down on DiMauro’s head.

“We need him alive,” she reminded him.

Finally, he let out a roar that didn’t sound like it came from a human being and hurled the chair across the office. It crashed into a cubicle wall, which in turn knocked down more cubicle walls like dominoes.

“Go into the hall and watch the elevators,” she commanded. “Make sure no one comes up.”

Breathing heavily, he turned on his heel and stomped out.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN


The moment the Old Lady stepped through the front doors, she sensed something was wrong. It was the man at the security desk. She had never seen him before. She flashed her security card. “Where’s Lou?”

“Out with the flu.”

“You’re new here, aren’t you?”

“That’s right. First day on the job.”

First day on the job and the security team leaves him alone on a Sunday morning? Bullshit. It was time to cut and run. The Old Lady put a bony hand to her chest. “Oh, my.”

“Something wrong, ma’am?”

“My pills. I forgot my pills.” She turned and started to walk away.

“Stop.”

“I’ll never make it through the day without my pills. I’m an old lady, you know.”

“I said stop.”

She heard the familiar click of a hammer being drawn back. She turned and saw the gun pointed at her. She put her trembling hands up. “Please don’t hurt me. I’m just an old lady.

The bogus guard stepped from behind the security desk and took the Old Lady roughly by the arm. “This way, Granny.”

Granny?

He dragged her into a stairwell and up four flights. The Old Lady had never been on this floor before, but she knew about it. Years ago, Bremler had built a reinforced storeroom with three-inch metal plates in the walls to protect invaluable and irreplaceable documents from fire and flood damage. Since the advent of digital records, the storeroom fell into disuse. At the end of a long hallway, there were two doorways, marked A4 and B4. A4 was a conference room. B4 was the storeroom. The guard used a security pass to open the door. When he did, the Old Lady heard a gasp. Two young women were in a huddle together on the floor in a corner. She recognized them as the weekend cleaning staff. He reached into the Old Lady’s pocketbook and took her phone. Then he put a hand on her back and shoved her through the door. “Keep your mouth shut and you might just live through this.” He slammed the door.

It was an unnecessary threat, the Old Lady thought. She could scream her head off and no one would hear anything through those walls.

She surveyed the room and saw the body of Lou Morgan, the real security guard. His shirt front was stiff with blood where he had been shot. As scared as they were, one of the women had had the presence of mind to cover his face with a handkerchief.

The Old Lady listened at the door, then gave the door handle a try. It didn’t move. “Do either of you have your security cards?”

“Yes.” One of the woman held up her card. “But it doesn’t work.”

The Old Lady took the card and tried for herself. There was a beep and the light blinked, but the door wouldn’t open. There was a control panel at the security desk that controlled all the electronic locks in the building. He must have switched off this door. There was a phone on the wall. She lifted the receiver, knowing she wouldn’t hear anything and she was right. The phones were also controlled by the security desk. Whoever he was, he knew about high-tech security.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT


Three times, Chavez tried to call the Old Lady. Three times, no answer. He tried calling DiMauro. No answer.

Leopold, Jerome, and Chavez left the airport and stopped off at a hotel to clean up and stow their luggage. Now they were in a cab on the way to Bremler Mutual.

“Problem?” Leopold asked.

“Naw. They know we’re on our way. They’re probably just too busy to answer right now. The Old Lady is probably busy kicking DiMauro’s ass, trying to get him to work.”

“The Old Lady? You mean his wife?”

“No, his boss.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Funny. She was a cop in New York a million years ago. Damned good one too. She retired a full captain.”

“Oh, really?” said Leopold, not really interested.

“Yeah, she was a captain for about ten minutes.

Now Leopold was interested. “How does someone get to be a captain for ten minutes?”

“She punched out some foreign diplomat at her swearing in ceremony. Anyway, now she runs the fraud unit for Bremler Mutual. She’s a bear to work for, but she really knows her stuff. Plus, she knows how to make DiMauro work, which is akin to making the mountain come to Mohammed.”

The cab pulled up in front of the Bremler Building and let the three men out. They entered the lobby and Jerome, seeing the guard at the front desk, wondered aloud, “Is my gun going to be a problem?”

“You have a concealed carry permit, right?” Chavez asked.

“Yes.”

“Then there shouldn’t be problem. Still, I wouldn’t draw attention to it.”

The guard asked, “Can I help you gentlemen?”

Chavez showed his ID. “Is Gil DiMauro in yet? We have a meeting this morning.”

“Sure, he’s in. Floor twenty-nine.” The guard reached under his desk and pulled out three white cards and passed them out. “You’ll need these guest passes. Please display them at all times and return them to the front desk before you leave. Please use elevator two. We only keep one elevator active on the weekends.”

Chavez attached his pass to his lapel. “Thanks.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE


The claims payment system was basically a fill-in-the-blank form, designed so that a claims processor could pay or deny claims quickly. The screen looked awfully busy to Conor, but Salazar seemed to understand it. In the field designated “BILLED AMOUNT,” DiMauro typed $200,000.

“Hey. What do you think you’re doing?” Conor demanded. “We want ten million.”

DiMauro said, “I can’t pay ten million. My pay authority only goes up to two hundred thousand.”

“Is this true?” Nasrin asked Salazar. “Is that the most he can pay?”

Salazar confirmed. “Only the CEO would be able to authorize a ten-million-dollar payment.”

“Is there a way around that?”

“Of course there is. He can’t pay more than two hundred thousand per claim. If we want ten million, he just has to pay fifty claims.”

“Fifty?” said Conor. “That’ll take forever.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Nasrin said, unconcerned. “We can’t leave before five o’clock anyway.”

DiMauro did some calculation in his head. Five o’clock San Francisco time would be nine in the morning in Singapore, when the banks opened for business. Before five, it would still be possible to cancel the payments he made. After five, the money would be irretrievable.

A cell phone rang. It belonged to Nasrin. She answered, and DiMauro listened to her side of the conversation. “What is it, Nick?… How many?… No, you did the right thing. … Get the women and bring them up here … We may need hostages.” She hung up.

Irwin came in with a look of panic on his face. “Hey. Someone’s coming up in the elevator.”

“I know. Three FBI men.” Nasrin picked up one of the gym bags and tossed it to Irwin. “Deal with them.”


CHAPTER SIXTY


The digital readout showed floor 18 when the lights went out and the elevator shuddered to a halt. Jerome pulled a small flashlight out of his pocket and located the emergency phone on the wall. Leopold picked up the receiver and pushed the call button.

“Hello?” There was no answer. No sound at all. He pushed the button again. “Hello … hello.”

“This isn’t a power failure.” Jerome said. “We have to get out of here now.” He aimed the flashlight at the ceiling. Above them was a light fixture, now dark.

“There’ll be a service hatch hidden over the lights.” Chavez said.

“That doesn’t sound like a good idea.” said Leopold. “What are you going to do, shimmy up a grease covered cable? We should try to get the doors open.”

Chavez considered this option but quickly discarded it. They were almost certainly between floors. The two halves of the elevator doors sat flush against each other. The mirrored surface was too slick to grip, and they had nothing to pry the doors apart with. “Forget it. We’ll never get those doors open.” He took the flashlight from Jerome. “Gimme a boost, big guy.”

“Whatever we’re going to do, we need to do it quickly.” Jerome laced his fingers together and Chavez stepped into his hands. Jerome lifted the FBI Agent easily.

Chavez began dismantling the light fixture. As he pulled out fluorescent tubes and passed them down to Leopold, he complained. “They always make this look so easy in the movies. It’s always just a trap door overhead. In reality, they make these hatches hard to get to so people don’t panic and try to climb out every time an elevator stops unexpectedly.”

“Will you hurry up, please?” said Jerome.

“Not getting tired, are you?” Chavez found a latch and opened the panel. “Okay, I’m through.” He pulled himself up. Overhead, he saw a light far above him. One of the elevator doors was open. His eyes quickly adjusted and he saw a silhouette in the doorway. The he saw a muzzle flash and heard the crack of three gunshots in rapid succession. He felt a burning pain as a bullet pierced his wrist. He lost his grip and the metal trap door came down on his head, knocking him senseless.

Jerome caught him as he fell back into the elevator.

There were more shots. Bullets left holes in the ceiling and buried themselves in the carpeted floor. The three men flattened themselves against the walls.

There was a lull in the shooting. Chavez shook his head, trying to clear the fog.

Jerome stepped into the middle of the elevator, raised one size-sixteen shoe and slammed his foot into the right side of the door. He kicked the door a second, a third, and then a fourth time. There was now a dent and the two sides of the door were no longer flush. There was a small edge sticking out, less than an inch, but it was enough. Jerome braced his back against the wall and wedged his foot against the narrow edge. With a grunt, he pushed.

Several seconds had gone by without gunfire. Something was about to happen.

With a screech of scraping metal, the elevator door moved just a little. Jerome pushed harder. There was a metallic groan and the doors opened more. Not all the way, but enough to let a man through. They were between the eighteenth and nineteenth floors. Leopold went first, slipping through the gap and jumping down to the eighteenth floor. Chavez was still bleeding and getting woozy. He was halfway out when they all heard a thump overhead. Some object had landed on the elevator’s roof.

“Move!” Jerome shouted, shoving Chavez roughly and hurling himself through just as the grenade exploded.

A hot blast knocked all three men to the floor.

Chavez clutched his bleeding arm to his chest.

Jerome took off his necktie and tied it around the wound. “It doesn’t look too bad, but you need to get it seen to right away.”

Chavez pulled his gun from holster and handed it to Leopold. “My shooting arm’s out of action. You might as well take this.”

Leopold assessed the situation. They were in a long hallway lined with doors. Six of them were for the elevators, one now out of action and still smoldering. Two doors were for stairwells. The rest were for various offices. He tried to open a stairwell door. It didn’t budge. There was a card reader, just like every other door in this building. Knowing it was pointless, he tried the card the bogus security guard had given him anyway. A beep and a flashing green light later, the door still didn’t open. He tried the elevator button. Nothing. The elevators were turned off. He tried his phone. “I’m not getting any reception.” Maybe it was damaged when he fell.

Jerome tried his phone. “No signal.”

Chavez tried his phone. “Me too. None of our phones are working. How is that possible?”

Leopold pointed to a sign on door. “That’s why.” The sign read Martin Park, DDS. “And that.” Another door on the other side of the hall had a sign, Western Dynamic Radiology. “There’s an X-ray machine in one and an MRI machine in the other. Both offices, if not the entire floor, will be heavily shielded, and we’re stuck between the two.”

“Great. Someone’s hijacked this building, and we’re stuck in a dead zone.” Chavez groaned as he tried to stand up.

“Try not to move.” Jerome said. “You’ve lost a lot of blood.”

“I’m fine.” As he stood, Chavez felt dizzy. He lowered himself back to the floor. “I’m sitting down because I want to. Not because you told me to.” Then saw something that made him say, “Oh, no.”

“What’s wrong?” Leopold asked.

“That.” Chavez pointed to a vacuum cleaner standing at one end of the hall, attached to the wall with an orange extension cord. Next to it was a cart with cleaning supplies. “It must be the weekend cleaning staff. That means hostages, assuming they’re still alive. I assume the guy I saw isn’t the only one. They know where we are. Why haven’t they come after us?”

“Caution.” said Jerome. “They can’t approach us by elevator without alerting us. There are only two stairwells and we can cover both of them. They must know if they try to take us, some of them will get killed. They also know we can’t get off this floor. They may just leave us trapped here until they finish whatever it is they’re doing. I think our best course of action is to make a stand here and wait them out. Sooner or later, the police will come. We just need to stay alive until they do.”

“We can’t wait.” Leopold shook his head. “We have to get off this floor now so we can contact the authorities. We only have until five to stop them.”

“What happens at five?”

“The banks in Singapore open, and any money sent there will be gone. The people behind this are the same people who did the original insurance fraud. They want money and they know how insurance companies work. That has to be what they’re doing here, and every dime will end up in the hands of terrorists.”

Jerome ran towards a stairwell door, startling the other two men. He slammed his shoulder into the door. It didn’t budge. He stepped back and slammed into it again. Then again. It was a steel fire door set into a steel frame. “Even if I could get through this door, which I doubt, it’ll take time.”

“We don’t have time.” The only illumination in the hallway came from two windows. Leopold pressed his face against a window and peered down into the street below.

Alarm showed on the normally stoic bodyguard’s face. “Please tell me you aren’t thinking what I think you’re thinking.”

“We have to get off this floor so we can call for help.” Leopold unplugged the vacuum cleaner. The extension cord was fifty feet long, so that it could clean the entire length of the hall carpet without changing plugs. Long enough for what Leopold had in mind.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE


In 1975, the Old Lady had been a beat cop in Hell’s Kitchen, then one of the worst neighborhoods in New York City. It was there that she caught a fourteen-year-old kid breaking into a cigarette machine. He was just a dumb kid trying to impress some equally dumb kids on a dare. These days, if you tried to get tough with a teenager, he was liable to pull out a gun and start shooting, but back then, cops still tried to scare kids straight. She handcuffed the kid, read him the Miranda rights, and told him a couple of horror stories about life in juvie hall. She patted him down and found a pocket knife. When the kid broke down and started blubbering, she let him off with a warning. Because she never charged the kid, the knife didn’t get turned in as evidence.

The phony security guard opened the door, gun in hand. The cleaning women were still sitting in the same corner. The Old Lady was sitting in a chair in the middle of the room, wringing a lace handkerchief in her hands.

“Okay, bitches. On your feet,” he commanded. “We’re going for a walk.”

The cleaners jumped up instantly. The Old Lady was much slower. Her joints creaked as she rose at a glacial pace.

“Move it, granny.”

“I’m moving as fast as I can. I’m just an old lady.

He waved the gun casually in her direction. “Come on, already.” She shuffled along, slowly, and he lost his patience. “Do I have to shoot you?” With his free arm, he grabbed her by the shoulder.

She pitched forward, hit the floor and wailed. “Owwww! I think I broke my hip.”

“Are you shitting me?”

He bent over the prostrate figure. As soon as he was close enough, the forty-year-old switchblade came out from under the hanky. With a click of a button, the blade appeared and the Old Lady pushed it into the softest part of his throat with her right hand. Her left hand shoved the hanky into his mouth, muffling his screams. Blood gushed from the wound. He didn’t drop the gun but his grip loosened. The Old Lady pulled it from his hand and pumped two bullets into his midsection. He fell back onto the floor and lay still.

She took the gun from his dead hand. It was a .38 Police Special, just like the revolver she had used on the force. She flipped open the cylinder. There were still four rounds. She closed it up and held it out in front of her. It was heavier than she remembered. “Okay, you two. We’re getting out of here. Stay close behind me.”

She headed down the hall with the two women on her heels. She stopped at the stairwell and the women bumped into her. “Dammit, when I said stay close, I didn’t mean up my ass.”

Simultaneously, they said, “Sorry.”

“Stay here.” She stepped into the stairwell, checking both up and down to ensure it was empty. Her heart was pounding. She hadn’t done anything like this in a long time and she really hoped she didn’t have a heart attack before it was over. “Let’s move.”

Down the stairs and into the lobby. The Old Lady breathed a sigh of relief. It had been years since her police days, but her training still stuck with her. Rule number one: protect the civilians. “You two scram. Call the cops and then get as far away from here as possible.”

“Yes, ma’am. Thank you.”

Once they were out the front door, the Old Lady took a look at the security desk. It looked like the cockpit of a jet fighter. There were buttons and switches and lights and she didn’t have a clue what most of them did. A few were labeled. Six switches were marked with labels reading Elevator 1, Elevator 2, Elevator 3, et cetera. Those she understood. Most of the rest was a mystery. She found the security camera feed. She checked out the twenty-ninth floor. DiMauro was still alive, thank God. Three people stood over him while a fourth stood staring down an elevator shaft. That man had the height and build of Frankenstein’s monster. When he turned away from the elevator the Old Lady saw his face and recognized him. “Oh, shit.” DiMauro was in more trouble than she thought.

She did a quick scan of the other floors to see if there were any more intruders. On eighteen, she saw Johnny Chavez with two other men.

The Old Lady found her phone on the desk. She dialed Chavez’s number. An electronic voice told her “We’re sorry. The party you are trying to reach is not in our service area.”

What the hell? She thought. He’s right over my head. She considered using the PA to speak to him, but then the others would know she was free and the police were on the way.

She turned the elevators back on.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO


“How much so far?” Nasrin asked.

Salazar never took his eyes off the computer screen. “Seven mil and eight hundred grand so far.”

DiMauro’s fingers were a blur as they tapped away on his keyboard. He certainly wasn’t deliberately going slowly. It was all going well, but she wouldn’t be complacent. DiMauro had already surprised her once. Despite his obvious terror, he deliberately antagonized Irwin just to make a point. The point was well taken. He seemed to know exactly what button to push - a button marked “Biff,” apparently. The name seemed to suit him. Irwin was a typical, macho, self-involved, American meathead whose maturity seemed to have stalled in high school. He was useful, but only so long as he obeyed. She was an expert at getting men to do what she wanted, but DiMauro proved he could manipulate, too. Fortunately, he seemed more interested in saving his own neck than in interfering with her plans. He would escape if he got the chance. She had no intention of giving him the chance.

Nick was taking too long. She tried calling him. No answer. “Conor.”

“Yes?”

“Nick isn’t answering his phone. Go downstairs and find out what’s wrong. Call me right away.”

Conor got on the elevator and headed down.


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE


“Who am I, Spider-Man?” Chavez asked incredulously.

Leopold tied one end of the extension cord to a door handle. “It’s simple. We knock out this window, lower ourselves to the floor below, knock out that window, and we’re in. Then we can call for help.”

“Are you nuts? We’re eighteen stories up.” Chavez held up his injured arm. “Besides, I’m not doing any mountaineering with this.”

“We can lower you.”

“Please reconsider this.” Jerome tried to talk sense to his employer. “The wind at this height will make a controlled descent impossible. You’ll get blown around and smashed against the side of the building.”

Leopold removed a fire extinguisher from the fire station to break the window. “I’m doing this. If you two want to stay here, that’s fine with me.”

“Hey,” Chavez called. “An elevator is moving.”

The indicator above elevator three showed it was rising from the lobby. Was the phony guard finally coming after them? Jerome pointed his gun at the doors, ready to fire as soon as they opened.

“Uh-oh.” Said Chavez. “Here comes another one.”

Elevator five was also moving, coming down from the twenty-ninth floor. Leopold pointed his gun.

Elevator two arrived with a ding. The doors opened and Jerome found himself pointing his gun and a tiny, wizened figure.

A gravelly voice said, “Damn, you’re a big one.”

“Boy, are we glad to see you, beautiful.” Chavez said. “Tell me you brought the cavalry.”

“The police are on the way.”

“Thank God.”

“Excuse me.” Leopold was still pointing his gun at the other elevator. “We still have a situation here.”

Jerome joined Leopold and aimed his gun as well. They all held their breath as elevator five slowly approached the eighteenth floor … and then passed.

Chavez asked, “Where’s Gil? Is he okay?”

“He’s being held on the twenty-ninth floor. I killed the man at the front desk. There are four others, three men and one woman. Oh, and get this. One of them is Irwin Lutz.”

“You mean that guy Gil used to call Biff?”

“The very same.”

“Not good. That guy is bonkers.”

Leopold asked, “What’s the floor plan on the twenty-ninth floor?”

“Are you seriously thinking about going up there?” Chavez asked. “The police are on the way.”

“We can’t wait. All the money they steal will end up in the hands of terrorists. We have to stop them now. The big question is, how do we get upstairs without being gunned down the moment the elevator doors open?”


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR


Nasrin could hear the fear and frustration in Conor’s voice over the phone. “Nick is dead and the broads are gone. Oh, God. What do we do?”

She spoke in a gentle, soothing voice. “Calm down, Conor. I knew this was a risk and prepared for it. We have to assume the police are on the way. I want you to do exactly as I say, and then get back here right away. Okay?”

“Okay?” He felt better after having talked to her. She always knew what to do. He got to work and, as per her instructions, prepared a message for the police.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE


Three police cars arrived in front of the building. Police officers climbed out of their vehicles and crouched behind them, using them as barriers and they pointed their weapons at the lone figure sitting in front of the building.

Inspector Hiro called to the man through a bullhorn. “This the police. Drop your weapon and put your hands on your head.”

The figure didn’t move. He sat cross-legged in front of the double doors of the main entrance. He had a shotgun in his lap but he was not aiming it, which is why the police hadn’t yet opened fire.

“Do you hear me? If you do not surrender immediately, we will open fire.”

Still no reaction.

“This is your last warning.”

Nothing.

Hiro raised her gun but advised her fellow officers, “Nobody else shoot.” She raised her weapon and fired a single shot near the man. It gouged a chunk of concrete out of the pavement just two feet from where he sat.

He didn’t move. He didn’t even flinch.

“What the hell?” Hiro was wearing a Kevlar vest. She slipped on a riot helmet and lowered the protective mask. Despite the protest of her fellow officers, she left her cover and approached the man, her weapon aimed at him.

When she reached him, she didn’t have to check his vitals to see he was dead. There was a note scrawled in a shaky hand pinned to his chest.

“WE HAVE HOSTAGES. CALL ME.” And a telephone number.

The dead man had a cell phone in his shirt pocket. She took them both and returned to her place behind the line of police cars.”

“Call for a hostage negotiator,” she told a Sergeant crouching next to her.

“There’s already one on the way.”

“Good. We’d better not wait, though. Might as well get the ball rolling.” She dialed the number.

“Is this the police?” A woman’s voice asked.

“Yes. I am Inspector Hiro of the San Francisco Police Department. May I ask who I am speaking to?”

“You may ask.”

“So, who am I speaking to?”

“I said you may ask. I didn’t say I would answer. My name is unimportant. What is important is that I represent the People’s Army for Quantum Realization Liberation. Our demands are few, but if they are not met, there will be consequences.”

People’s Army of what? Was this person crazy or was she screwing with her. “What consequences?”

“We have hostages. If you do not meet our demands, we will transport our hostages to a different plane of reality, one from which there is no return.”

Seriously? “How many hostages do you have?”

“Numbers are an illusion.”

Hiro had no idea how to respond to that. “What are your demands?”

“Number one, we want a helicopter with enough fuel to reach Venezuela. Call me back in twenty minutes with a progress report. Goodbye for now.”

“Wait.” The line went dead.

The Sergeant had been listening in. “Is this some kind of cult or is she just a nut?”

“Neither. It’s bullshit. A delaying tactic.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX


Conor returned to the twenty-ninth floor just in time to catch the tail end of the conversation. “We’re getting a helicopter? Do you know how to fly a helicopter?”

“The helicopter is just a ruse. I have a different escape route in mind. We’re going to escape underground.”

“Underground? How?”

“Don’t you know your San Francisco history?” Nasrin cooed, obviously pleased with herself. “Where we are now used to be water over a hundred and fifty years ago. Downtown San Francisco was built on top of landfill made of sunken ships abandoned during the gold rush. Those ships are still there. Before the police storm the building, we’ll make our escape through the basement and into those ships. Moving from the hold of one ship to the next, we’ll make our way to Pier 39, where a ship is already waiting for us.”

“Genius.” Conor had no doubt she had everything worked out.

Salazar was less certain. “That all sounds kinda dodgy to me. Are you sure about this?”

Nasrin stuck out a pouty lip. “Do you have an alternative plan?”

“I guess not.”

Nasrin started to walk. “Hey, where are you going?” Asked Salazar.

“The little girl’s room. Keep watching our friend Gil. We’re almost there.”

DiMauro’s fingers ached from all the typing. As soon as Nasrin was out of earshot, he tried to reason with his captors. “You don’t believe all that stuff, do you?”

“Be quiet and keep working.” Salazar poked DiMauro with his pistol for emphasis.

“Ships under the building? You can’t possibly believe that stuff. She’s lying.”

“You’re wrong, mister.” Conor was a true believer and wouldn’t be swayed. “That thing about the ships is true. I heard about it on the History Channel.”

“But you can’t get there from here. This building doesn’t even have a basement.”

Conor might have unswerving faith, but Salazar was getting suspicious. He was about to go looking for a map of the building when Irwin came running in.

“Hey, one of the elevators is moving. Someone’s coming.”

Salazar grabbed DiMauro’s chair and pulled him out of reach of the computer. To Conor, he said, “Watch him. Don’t let him touch his computer till I get back.”

Irwin and Salazar marched to the elevator banks and aimed their weapons at elevator number four, which was moving. The elevator reached the twenty-ninth floor and the doors opened with a ding. The two men were pointing their guns at nothing. The elevator was empty. The doors closed, again, and the elevator started its journey back down.

“Look.” Salazar pointed to elevator three. Now it was moving. Again, ding, the doors opened and the elevator was empty.

Elevator number five was moving. They swung their guns to those doors. Ding. Opened. Empty.

“What the hell is going on?” Irwin demanded.

Elevator three started back down. Elevator one started up. It arrived as empty as the others.

“Rose!” Salazar hollered. “Rose, we’re in trouble. Where are you?”

No answer. Elevator one started down. Elevator three returned. Elevator five started down.

Every time an elevator door opened, the men pointed a gun at an empty space.

“Rose,” Irwin called. “She bailed on us.” He stormed off.

“Wait. Come back. Don’t leave me alone.” Elevator five opened, again. Once again, Salazar aimed his gun at the empty space.

While Salazar focused on the empty elevator five, Jerome dropped down from elevator one’s service hatch. Salazar spun around and Jerome shot him twice in the chest.

Leopold dropped down from elevator five’s service hatch. Looking down row after row of cubicles, a head popped up and, for a moment, Leopold was reminded of that old television show, Hee Haw, where the heads of hillbillies would pop up from a cornfield and tell terrible jokes. Leopold aimed quickly and pulled the trigger. Conor’s head disappeared.

“Did you get him?” Jerome whispered.

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

Crouching low to use the cubicle walls as cover, the men headed in different directions, intending to circle around and box in the others. They both wound their way through the maze of cubicles. Jerome was just passing by the ladies room when the door burst open and a huge, hulking figure plowed into him, knocking him off his feet, and sending his gun skittering across the floor. Irwin aimed his gun, but Jerome’s leg slashed like a saber. His foot struck Irwin’s hand, and his gun also went flying.

Jerome leapt to his feet. Irwin pulled himself to his full height and put his right fist into his left hand. It sounded like a thunderclap. “Come on, shorty. Let’s you and me dance.”

It was rare that Jerome faced an opponent bigger than he. Irwin was both taller and broader.

Irwin threw the first punch. Jerome dodged it easily, nailing Irwin in the back of the head as he flew by. Roaring with rage, Irwin jabbed an elbow into Jerome’s side, and then a fist into his gut. The fist felt like a cement block. He had real power behind his punches.

As Irwin raised a fist, he left himself open. Jerome hit him with two quick kidney punches with his left, and a right to his jaw. Jerome’s knuckles scraped against teeth and he thought he felt something crack, but it didn’t slow Irwin down. Jerome blocked one hit only to get hit in the side of the head with the next.

Irwin was bigger and younger than Jerome, but untrained and undisciplined. He took wild swings at Jerome’s head, but Jerome kept pulling back. Irwin kept missing and reaching forward. Finally, as Irwin threw a swing, Jerome grabbed him by the arm and jerked him off his feet, hurling him to the floor.

Jerome started for one of the fallen guns when the crack of a gunshot rang out. Jerome crumpled to the floor, clutching at his bleeding shin.

“Gotcha,” Conor declared, ecstatic.

A second later, a second shot rang out and Conor fell, a bullet in his brain.

Leopold rushed to Jerome. “How bad is it?”

“Never mind that. Be careful.”

Irwin was gone. So was his gun.


CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN


Gil wheeled himself back to his desk and tried to find something to cut away the tape and free himself. A staple remover? It wasn’t ideal, but it could work. DiMauro reached for it, but his desk rapidly receded as his chair was yanked away. “Hey. What’s happening?”

Irwin said, gleefully, “You’re going on a little journey, Di-Moron. Straight down.”

DiMauro’s chair was wheeled through the office towards the elevator banks. He saw the doors for elevator two were opened but no elevator, just the empty shaft.

“Wait. Don’t do this.”

“You ruined my life. Everything bad that happened to me was your fault.”

“I was just doing my job. I didn’t even know you.”

Irwin thrust the chair towards the elevator shaft. DiMauro splayed his legs, his feet braced against the wall on either side of the door.

“Come on, man. This is happening. Just accept it.”

Irwin pushed the chair harder. DiMauro knew from experience he wouldn’t last long. In a contest of strength, DiMauro was hopelessly outmatched. He shouted, “Somebody help me!”

“Let him go,” Leopold said, pointing his gun at Irwin’s head.

Irwin quickly raised his gun in Leopold’s direction.

“It doesn’t have to end like this, son.” Leopold said. “You can still get out of this alive.”

“I’m gonna spend the rest of my life in prison, anyway. Why shouldn’t I kill the bastard who ruined my life? Killing him is all I have left. I’m here now because of DiMauro, so, really, all this is his fault.”

While Irwin focused on Leopold, DiMauro gently pushed his toes against the carpet, slowly, very slowly and very quietly moving his chair back, step by step. He mentally willed the squeaky wheels to turn quietly so as not to alert Irwin.

Irwin didn’t see what DiMauro was doing, but Leopold did and he tried to keep him talking. “What about your family? Don’t you care how they’ll feel if you do this?”

“Family?” Irwin laughed, bitterly. “My father hates me. Oh, yeah. That’s DiMauro’s fault too.”

Ding.

Irwin swung his gun around towards elevator five. The door opened and the Old Lady said, “Don’t try it, boy. I may be old, but I’m still a crack shot.”

DiMauro was now behind Irwin. He thrust out his legs and jammed his feet into the back of Irwin’s knees. As powerful as he was, he was unprepared for the blow. His knees involuntarily buckled and he pitched forward, down the elevator shaft with a scream. The scream stopped with a loud, clattering thunk.

“Bye, Biff.”

The Old Lady peered down the shaft into the darkness and heard a soft moan. “Damn, that cocksucker is hard to kill.”

“Tell me about it.” DiMauro wiggled in his chair. “Can somebody get me out of this thing?”

“There’s no time. We have to hurry. It’s …” Leopold looked at his watch. “Too late.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT


5:02 P.M.

Two minutes. Leopold couldn’t believe it. He was late by two minutes.

Chavez arrived and called Inspector Hiro. “We’ve taken the building. Three suspects are dead. One is injured. One is still at large, so be careful.”

“Is it over?” Jerome limped over to join the others, using a wheeled office chair as a walker. He saw the expression on Leopold’s face. “What’s wrong?”

“We were too late. The money is gone.” Leopold turned to DiMauro. “How much?”

DiMauro wiggled his chair again. “Isn’t anybody going to cut me loose?”

“How much?!” Leopold shouted.

“Ten million.”

Leopold’s mouth dropped open. “What? You son of a bitch. You just sent ten million dollars to terrorists.”

DiMauro said, plaintively, “They were going to kill me.”

Leopold grabbed DiMauro by the collar and lifted him off the ground. “How many people are they going to kill using that money?”

“Hey! Let him go.” Chavez threw his good arm around Leopold’s neck. Half a second later, Jerome grabbed Chavez by the shoulders with both hands.

Chavez whispered menacingly, “You have your hands on a Federal Agent.”

Jerome answered, “You have your hands on my boss.”

The Old Lady cleared her throat, loudly. “Will you idiots let me know when you’re done jerking each other off?”

Looking sheepish, the men released each other. She flicked open her switchblade and cut DiMauro’s bonds.

He stood up and stretched. He tugged at a piece of tape across his chest. “Aw, man. This tie is ruined.”

“Forget the damned tie, boy.” She closed the knife. “What did you do?”

“I’ll show you.”

The entire group followed DiMauro to his desk. With agonizing slowness, the Old Lady reached into her purse, pulled out reading glasses and slipped them on her nose. She bent over to read what was on the monitor. Then, she started making a wheezing, hacking noise. At first, Leopold thought she was having an asthma attack. Then, he realized she was laughing.

“Care to let us in on the joke?” Leopold looked closely at the monitor. She pointed to the lower left hand corner of the screen, where he saw the letters T and S in red. “What does ‘TS’ mean?”

“It stands for Training System.” DiMauro explained. “This is the program the company uses to train new claims processors. It’s identical to the real claims payment system except …”

Having recovered, the Old Lady completed his sentence. “Except it doesn’t have access to funds.”

“So you mean every insurance claim you paid, no money went anywhere? It just disappeared into the electronic ether?”

DiMauro nodded.

Jerome sat down on the chair he was using to support himself. “Excuse me. I’m glad that all worked out. Now, does anyone know what’s in that?” He pointed to the gym bag under DiMauro’s desk.

DiMauro shrugged. “More guns, I think.”

“I think we should find out,” Leopold said, taking hold of one end of the desk. “Mr. DiMauro, would you take the other end, gently, please?”

Together, they lifted the desk and set it aside. Leopold squatted next to the bag and slowly unzipped it.

Chavez whispered, “Is it?”

Leopold whispered back, “Yes. It’s a bomb.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE


Leopold asked Chavez, “Did you receive demolitions training from the FBI, by any chance?”

“Training, yes. Experience, no. We need to evacuate the building and call in a bomb squad.” Leopold pulled out his phone, but Chavez stopped him. “Don’t. Cell phone signals can trigger some types of detonators.”

“If Nasrin intended this to destroy evidence, it won’t go off until after five.”

“It’s already after five.”

“She would have given herself time to escape. Whether it has a timer or Nasrin has a remote detonator, we only have minutes left.”

“Then we can’t wait for the bomb squad.” Chavez said. “I’ll have to try and defuse it myself.”

“Can you?”

Chavez surveyed the inside of the bag. He saw packages of explosives wrapped in tape with coils of wire sticking out. He couldn’t even see the detonator. It was buried within the explosives, which would probably detonate if he tried to move them to find it. “I’m not optimistic. All the civilians need to leave. Go and tell Hiro what’s happening. Have her evacuate the building.”

Jerome tried to take Leopold by the arm, but he pulled away. “I’m staying.”

“No, you’re not.” Jerome said.

“Chavez can’t disarm a bomb with one hand. I have to stay and help him.”

“Then I’m staying too.”

“What good will that do?”

DiMauro and the Old Lady headed to the elevators, but DiMauro didn’t board.

“What are you waiting for, dipshit?” She said.

“B4.”

“Before what?” Then the Old Lady realized what he meant. “You’re a genius.” She rejoined the group huddled on the floor around the deadly bag. “There’s a storeroom on the fourth floor with three-inch steel plates in the walls.”

Leopold asked Chavez, “Will it be enough to contain the blast?”

“Beats the hell out of me, but it’s our best shot.”

Leopold said, “I’ll take the bag, but I need someone to take me to this room.”

“I, uh, guess I will.” DiMauro said.

“Good. The rest of you get the hell out of here.” Leopold very slowly and carefully lifted the bag by the handles. He followed DiMauro to the elevator. DiMauro pressed 4.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY


DiMauro pressed himself flat against the wall of the elevator, trembling, during the ride.

The elevator stopped with a ding, and the doors opened. DiMauro exited first, and Leopold followed slowly, holding the bag away from his body as he walked.

“It’s down here at the end.” DiMauro whispered. At the end of the long hall, at the door marked B4, DiMauro took out his security badge and swiped it passed the magnetic reader. There was a beep. A green light flashed. DiMauro tried to turn the door handle.

It didn’t move.

He tried his card again. Beep. Flash. He pulled on the handle again, but the door wouldn’t open.

“I don’t understand.” DiMauro tried again. Beep. Flash. “It won’t open.”

“DiMauro …” Leopold began.

“My card should work.” Beep. Flash.

“DiMauro …”

“I’m supposed to have access to this room.” Beep. Flash.

“DiMauro …”

“Why isn’t it working?” Beep. Flash.

“DiMauro. You have to get that door open now.”

“Um … uh … wait here.” DiMauro dashed down to the other end of the hall and disappeared through a door marked Copy Room. A moment later, DiMauro reappeared pushing a low-slung cart burdened with what looked like thirty boxes of copy paper. The cart moved slow at first but picked up speed as he pushed. Soon, inertia took over and the cart flew down the hall.

“Outathaway!” DiMauro yelled.

Leopold flattened himself against the wall as the cart whizzed by. The cart crashed into the door, knocking it off its hinges. The cart rolled through the door and tipped over on its side, depositing its cargo on the floor. The boxes of paper hit the floor and burst apart like overripe fruit, sending a blizzard of paper everywhere.

Leopold set the bag on the floor just inside of the room, then hissed, “Let’s go. Take the stairs, not the elevator.”

DiMauro was already moving, with Leopold on his heels. They practically leapt down each flight. All they had to do now was get out of the building before the bomb exploded.

They almost made it.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE


The explosion blew out all the windows on the main floor. The Bremler Building was saved by the earthquake retrofitting. Rollers under the building let it wobble, but it didn’t crumble. People standing outside saw the building visibly sway, but it still stood. Chandeliers that had been installed in the lobby in the seventies came crashing down, shattering on impact. Sparks flew and every light in the building went out. Then the lobby ceiling came down.

As everyone stood outside, watching the destruction, feeling helpless, they saw huge white clouds billow out and across the street. At first they assumed fire. Then they realized the clouds weren’t smoke. It was plaster dust. The walls and ceiling in the lobby had collapsed and crumbled to powder.

Ambulances and fire trucks and more police vehicles had arrived, surrounding the building. The slowly settling clouds of dust glowed with the red and blue light of emergency flashers.

Two figures stepped out of the ruined lobby, gingerly walking on broken glass and stepping over chunks of masonry. Covered in white dust, they looked like they had been rolling in powdered sugar. Medics approached the men, both of whom were limping and banged up a bit, but not badly hurt. News media had arrived, but the police were keeping them away from the scene.

DiMauro put his arm around Leopold’s shoulders and said, “You know, Leo. This could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

“Not if you keep calling me Leo, it isn’t.”

Both men were loaded into ambulances and spirited away. The Old Lady rode with DiMauro. Jerome and Chavez were already on the way to a hospital to have their injuries looked after.

Another figure staggered out of the lobby, covered in white dust. The figure wobbled slightly and then fell face first onto the pavement. A police officer and two medics rushed to the prone figure. One of the medics carefully roller her over. She was wearing a blue smock and rubber cleaning gloves. “Dios mío.” She muttered, over and over. “Dios mío. Dios mío. Dios mío.”

“One of the cleaning staff,” the medic concluded. “I don’t see any obvious injury, but she might have a concussion.”

She was gently lifted onto a gurney and loaded into the back of an ambulance. The ambulance sped away with lights flashing and siren blaring.

Five minutes later, Nasrin cut the ambulance driver’s throat and abandoned the ambulance by the side of the road.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO


Leopold could smell fresh paint and hear people laughing. He knocked on the door.

DiMauro opened the door, holding a martini glass filled with what looked like mouthwash. “Hey, Leo … uh, pold.

“Hello, Mr. DiMauro. I hope you don’t mind my calling unannounced.”

“Call me Gil. Would you like a bluetini?”

Inspector Hiro was standing behind him, holding a bottle. “Don’t worry. We have real booze, too.”

Leopold also saw Chavez and a couple of other people he didn’t recognize. They were huddled around the Old Lady, who was telling some ribald story from her time with the NYPD.

“Come on in.” DiMauro said. “We were just having an impromptu get-together to celebrate the reopening of chez DiMauro.

“I wanted … I just wanted to say goodbye. I’m heading back to New York tonight.”

DiMauro out his hand. “Oh, well, thanks for saving my life.”

Leopold took his hand. “Thank you. You saved a lot of lives, too.”

“Hey, I did, didn’t I?” DiMauro called over his shoulder to the others. “Hear that? I’m a hero.”

“You’re still an idiot.” The Old Lady snarked, then went back to her story.

The door closed, and Leopold could hear more laughing as he walked away. He stepped into a cab.

Jerome was waiting for him. “So, did he take the job?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think he would.”

Leopold had done a thorough background check on DiMauro before he considered offering him a job as head of Security for Blake Health Care. Gil DiMauro made sixty thousand a year working for an insurance company and lived in a basement apartment with bars on the windows. Leopold Blake was a billionaire who lived in a huge penthouse on Park Avenue. Yet somehow, Leopold thought DiMauro was happier than Leopold ever would be.

Leopold told the cab driver, “San Francisco airport, please.”


EPILOGUE: SINGAPORE


“Say that again.”

The voice on the telephone repeated, “Twelve-thousand, one-hundred sixty-one dollars and fourteen cents, American. That is your balance, ma’am. Would you like me to…?”

She ended the call.

A white-coated waiter approached and asked the elegantly dressed lady, “May I clear a table for you?”

“Please.”

With a motion he had performed many times before, the waiter swiped his arms across the table top and brushed peanut shells off the table top and onto the floor. The floor was littered with shells. It was a silly tradition, but one that had been around a long time, and the tourists enjoyed it. Shells crunched under the lady’s shoes as she approached a wicker chair and sat.

“And what can I get for you?”

“What else does one order at the Long Bar?” The lady spoke with a noticeable French accent.

“One Singapore Sling, coming up.”

“Merci.”

The waiter bowed and withdrew. The Long Bar of the Raffles Hotel was aptly named. The dark wood of the bar seemed to stretch almost to the horizon. The waiter returned and delivered a hurricane glass filled with a pink, foamy concoction garnished with a wedge of pineapple and a cherry.

Nasrin sipped her drink. She would have to find cheaper accommodations. Twelve-thousand would not last long in Singapore. She had counted on that ten million to finance her next project. Now, she would have to find the funds another way, and twelve thousand was not much of a stake. Still, she would spend one night at the Raffles Hotel before moving on. Might as well enjoy it while she could.

Despite the inconvenience (and that was all it was – an inconvenience), Nasrin couldn’t help but smile a bit. There was no way the money could have been recalled. Therefore, it had never been sent in the first place. That meant it wasn’t the great Leopold Blake who had thwarted her, it was that silly, frightened insurance man.

Many Americans had died. She had cost American corporations millions of dollars. It was not enough. A man with that kind of record would be welcomed as a hero in some parts of the Middle East, but not a woman. If she hoped to gain the kind of power, the following she felt she deserved, she would have to come up with something much bigger.

She took another sip. It would happen. Nasrin was destined for greater things.


SCORPION WINE
A Gil DiMauro Story by Gordon Hopkins


Ten Western tourists view the Vietnamese countryside in a broken-down bus. But not everyone is what they seems.

Gil DiMauro isn’t a tourist. He is there (very much against his will) to uncover an international insurance fraud ring. He instead finds a different sort of crime when the bus is hijacked and DiMauro and his fellow travelers run afoul of kidnappers.

DiMauro then finds himself face to face with an old enemy.


PART ONE


The bottle was filled with what looked like the dark urine of a man with severe dehydration. Floating within was a black scorpion, about three inches long, with a white stripe on its back. Though dead, its pincers seemed to claw at its glass shroud, as if trying to escape.

“What is this horrifying stuff?” I asked, playing the clueless tourist, which I was. “Some sort of medicine?”

“It’s scorpion wine.” The Aussie explained, like a good tour guide, which was his job. “Ya wanna buy some?”

“Good God, no. Why would I want to buy that horrible stuff?”

“Have ya ever tried scorpion wine?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Then howdya know it’s horrible?”

That was a fair point. “Have you ever tried it?”

“Of course I have.”

“Did you like it?”

“Lord, no. It’s horrible.”

There were rows of bottles, about fifty or so, lining the shelves. Most had some sort of nightmarish creature inside. Next to the bottles of scorpion wine were several bottles with snakes inside. Not just snakes but cobras. Each cobra had its head raised and the infamous hood spread wide, as if about to strike. I wondered how the people who made this stuff managed to get the cobras into that pose.

“The problem with scorpion wine is that hard shell.” The Aussie continued. “The wine doesn’t permeate the shell so you don’t really taste the scorpion. Snake wine is a bit better but for my money, the best wine out there is tarantula wine.”

“Ew. They actually make wine out of tarantulas?” I cringed at the thought.

“Sure. It’s easy to make. All you do is take a live tarantula and stick it in a water bottle. Has to be live. That’s very important. Then you fill the bottle with rice wine and drown the bugger. After two or three days, the stomach swells and bursts open. That’s why it’s so good. You really get that tarantula flavor. Say, you okay, Gil-Man? You look a bit green. Green around the gills.” He laughed at his own joke and jabbed me in the side with an elbow.

I swallowed hard. “Yes. It’s just the heat getting to me.” That wasn’t a lie. It was a hundred and four degrees at that moment and the heavy, oppressive humidity made it hard to breathe if I exerted myself even a little bit. My clothes were sopping wet with sweat. It was like walking around under a wet, wool blanket.

A bottle different from the others caught my eye. It had both a cobra and a scorpion. I picked it up to examine it more closely. A tiny cobra held the tail of a huge scorpion in its mouth. It was like a ship in a bottle. The scorpion was far too big to fit through the neck of the bottle. How did it get in there?

A tiny Vietnamese woman wearing a huge straw hat and a big smile had been following me around since we arrived. I assumed she ran this particular stall and saw me as a possible mark. When I set the bottle down, she stuck out her lower lip in a pout and then started groaning as if in pain.

I raised a questioning eyebrow at the Australian tour guide, who explained, “She only just opened her stall. Many merchants in Vietnam believe the first transaction of the day sets the tone for the rest of the day’s business. If you pick something up and put it back without buying, she thinks she won’t make any money all day.”

I started to say that was ridiculous but I reminded myself I was in her country. I didn’t want the poor woman miserable all day so I the picked up the bottle again. “How much?”

She smiled again and held up four fingers.

“Four hundred dong?” I asked. That was a good price.

She shook her head, vigorously and held up her thumbs and forefingers in the shapes of circles. I realized they were supposed to be zeroes. “Four hundred thousand?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Are you serious? Four hundred thousand Vietnamese dong for this?”

She nodded again.

“Oh, come on you.”

Her smile got bigger and she said, in English, “Your welcome.”

“What?”

The Aussie leaned in to explain. “’Come on you” sounds like Vietnamese for ‘thank you very much’, Gil-Man.”

I really wished he’d stop calling me Gil-Man. “Oh. Well, I’m not paying that. It’s far too much.”

“You do realize, don’t you, that four hundred thousand dong is less that twenty dollars?”

Actually, I didn’t. I took out my wallet and handed over four hundred thousand dong. She wrapped up my bottle of wine in an old newspaper, placed the bottle in a bag and handed it to me.

“Now you’ve got a souvenir.” He said.

Some souvenir. How was I even going to get this thing through customs? Did I declare it as alcohol or livestock?

“How much longer are we going to be here?” I asked.

“Good question. Lemme go check on the bus.” I watched him walked towards the bus, where I could see two pairs of feet sticking out from under it.

We were somewhere between Ho Chi Minh City and Dalat. The drive was supposed to take six hours. So far, it had taken nine and we were even close to Dalat, yet. The bus had broken down twice so far but that wasn’t the only reason for the delay. You couldn’t travel five miles without running into construction. Shouldn’t our tour guide have known this? That was his job, after all.

The Aussie preferred to be called Gunner. His real name was, bizarrely, the extremely un-Australian Gunther. He explained, “My dad once spent a summer in Sweden and never quite got over it.” He was probably in his forties but looked older. He was short and stocky and his sunburned skin was dark and heavily cracked. Basically, he looked like an old, oak barrel. He’d lived in Vietnam for fifteen years, where he made a living as a tour guide and married a gorgeous Vietnamese woman who was probably forty but looked twenty-five. He never returned to Australia. Apparently he had several jeremiads against his father, of which the name that probably got his beat up in school as a child was only one.

I took out a rag, wiped sweat from my face and, for the hundredth time, curse my boss for sending me half way around the world on this fool’s errand.

I saw the Aussie talking animatedly in Vietnamese to a grease covered man by the bus, which was parked under the fuel station’s canopy. It was he only available shade. The man, named Binh, was our driver, the only Vietnamese in our group. Supposedly, he didn’t speak any English but I half-suspected he just said that to avoid talking to the tourists.

There were ten of us, altogether, riding around Vietnam in this crumbling chariot. Six of our group were from one family, the Prestons. A father, a mother, and four children in their mid-twenties but still quite happy to have dad pay their way. Dad was some sort of businessman. Don’t ask me what business. I never did figure it out, which is odd, considering he never stopped talking about it. Dad never stopped talking, Mom never stopped drinking and the kids never stopped whining. I felt like an interloper on someone else’s family vacation which, I supposed, I was.

The only other member of our group who wasn’t part of the Preston clan was a surly, twenty year old girl from Germany with spiky hair who, apparently, hated to travel almost as much as I did. So why was she there? I wanted to ask her but she also hated Americans, so conversation with her tended towards discussions about the “evil, imperialist patriarchy of American xenophobes.” The only time I ever saw her smile was in during the tour of the Cu Chi tunnels in Ho Chi Minh City, once used by the Viet Cong guerrillas during the war. We were forced to watch an ancient propaganda film that told us how “Americans rained down death like mad, white devils before being driven back by the superior will of Vietnamese heroes.” She got a kick out of that.

There were a few makeshift shops nearby, offering tourist staples like t-shirts and bangles and, of course, scorpion wine, but not enough to keep us entertained for the hour and a half we had been stuck there. We were relieved when the Aussie clapped his hands together loudly and announced, “Okay, folks. The bus is fixed. Time to hit the road.”

Yay. The group began piling on board but the Aussie tapped my shoulder and pulled me aside. “Listen, Gil-Man. We should be in Dalat in a couple of hours. I called a mate of mine who has a car. He can drive you back to Ho Chi Minh City. There’s a flight back to San Francisco with space available. You can be on your way home tomorrow morning.”

Damn. I’d been found out. “What? You’re throwing me off the tour?”

“No, of course not. I’m just saying, if you want to quit, this is your chance.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

He smiled, not unsympathetically. “Look, I’ve been running these tours for a long time and you’ve got to be the worst traveler I’ve ever seen. You’ve been miserable since the moment you arrived in Vietnam.”

“No I’m not.”

“You’re not?”

“Of course not.” I said, not as convincingly as I’d hoped. “I’m, uh…having a wonderful time.”

He laughed and punched me in the shoulder. “Okay, mate. Whatever you say. If you change your mind, just let me know.”

Once we were all on board, the bus pulled out into traffic and rattled down the road, dodging massive trucks and hundreds of tiny scooters, weaving back and forth and ignoring the entire concept of lanes. Some of the scooters carried as many as five people at a time. Others were loaded with precariously piled cargo. Some even carried livestock. One lime-green Vespa had a massive, claw-foot bathtub strapped to the back. Inside the tub was a live pig.

I leaned back in my seat, with by bag sitting next to me, trying to ignore the bouncing that had already made my ass numb, and watched the countryside speed by. Most of the landscape was taken up by rice paddies. Square, water-filled fields formed a green quilt divided by narrow strips of solid ground barely wide enough of a single par of feet. Crouching down in the high grass were farmers, only the tradition conical hats visible. The sky above was empty save for a few clouds. No birds. I hadn’t seen a single bird flying since my arrival in Vietnam. No birds and very little wildlife. The explanation for this was in the old Vietnamese joke: What do you call a Vietnamese walking a dog? A vegetarian. The Vietnamese really do eat everything.

Occasionally, the rice fields were interrupted by unfinished buildings; some missing roofs, some missing walls, some that were just skeletons. I had seen quite a few and couldn’t decide if they were old buildings falling apart or new construction that hadn’t been completed.

I asked the Aussie and he explained, “Most are hotels that were started but then ran out of money. Vietnam is seeing a big uptick in tourism and there’s a mad dash to take advantage of it.”

The Aussie stood up in the front of the bus. “Okay, folks. We should be in Dalat in about two hours. How is everyone feeling?”

There were a few unenthusiastic grunts. While no one had gotten properly sick, the constant heat and unfamiliar food had given several of my fellow travelers unhappy tummies.

He continued. “Well, I have a good mate in Dalat named Duong, who just happens to be a doctor. He can give you something that will fix you right up. In fact, I recommend everyone paying him a visit, even if you feel fine. Just as a precaution, you understand. The good news is he should be covered by your travel insurance. I hope everyone got travel insurance like they were supposed to.”

Yes. This was it. I kept my face passive but, inside, I was cheering. Duong was the name of the doctor on all of those bogus travel insurance claims my company had received. Maybe I would be heading home soon, after all.

The bus pulled onto an unpaved side road and the bouncing became worse. For the first time, there was no traffic. The road was rough but we were finally making good time.

After traveling what I estimated to be about five miles, I finally saw another vehicle. It was a motorcycle. Not one of those little scooters I’d seen put-putting all over the countryside. This was a serious motorbike, a powerhouse that would make any Hell’s Angel proud. Two men rode the bike. Both white men. Their faces were cover by helmets but their hands were visible. The driver gunned the engine and, with a roar, pulled ahead of the bus.

I looked over to the other side of the bus and saw another motorbike ridden by two helmeted white men. The engine was gunned with a roar and pulled ahead of the bus.

The bikes crisscrossed in front of the bus. Binh slammed on the brakes and the bus squealed to a halt. The bikes’ passengers dismounted and rushed the bus. One man threw his body against the bus' door and smashed it opened. He stuck a pistol against Binh’s temple.

The second man boarded the bus, pointing his gun at the passengers. A couple of the girls screamed and the man shouted, “Shut up.”

I had to hand it to the Aussie. He was the tour guide and he tried to take charge. “Okay. Just relax, mate. If you want money we have…”

“Oy, I said shut up.” The interloper shouted and struck the Aussie on the side of the head with the butt of his gun. “We’ll tell you what to do and you’ll do it.” He spoke with British accent.

“Watch it.” The man with gun at our driver’s heard shouted. “She said don’t hurt anyone.” This man had an Eastern European accent, possible Russian.. To Binh, “Drive.” When Binh didn’t answer right away, the Russian shoved his head with the barrel. “I said drive. Now.”

“Okay, okay.” Binh said. “Drive where?”

I knew he spoke English.

The Russian waved his gun at the windshield. “Follow them.”

The bikers drove down the road and we followed. After about ten minutes, the bikers pulled onto a grassless patch of dirt that was probably intended to be the driveway to a hotel. The building had no roof and no glass in the windows. We drove around the perimeter of the building until we were at the back. The back had only part of a wall. The bikes and bus drove right inside the building into a big, empty room that I suspected was intended to be a dining room. Trees obscured the view from the back. Now we couldn’t be seen from the road.

The Russian backed out the door and commanded, “Everyone off the bus. Now.”

Terrified, we obeyed. The other two bikers dismounted and were now also pointing guns at us. The room was dark. My eyes adjusted to the dim light and I could see a figure standing in one corner, watching us. She was in the shadows but I could see she wore a traditional Vietnamese Ao Dai, a long, body-hugging garment, and white trousers. It was a style that could only be worn by a slender woman. She was slim enough but slightly too busty to be comfortable in it. She topped off the outfit with the traditional conical hat, which obscured her face. She raised her head to look at us and I saw that, despite her manner of dress, she was not Vietnamese. She was Middle Eastern in origin. Her skin was a deep brown, her eyes wide and dark. She had the sharp cheek bones of a Disney villainess.

The woman saw me and approached. She put both her hands on my shoulder, leaned in and kissed me on the left check, as if we were old friends. “Hello, Gil.”

“Hello, Nasrin.”


PART TWO


I asked, “Are you going to kill me?”

She put a finger against her chin, as if seriously considering the question. “Oh, I doubt it will be necessary.”

I could hear my voice tremble as I said, “I was just doing my job.”

“Of course you were.” I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not. “You don’t think I’m cross with you, do you? Just for costing me ten million dollars.”

“You aren’t?”

“Of course not.”

“The why am I here?”

“It’s nothing personal. Just business. After all, I’m just a business woman.”

In spite of how afraid I was, I snapped, “You’re a terrorist.”

“Terrorism is business. Big business.” she said, matter-of-factly. “Terrorism is the world’s last remaining growth industry. I’m simply raising capital for my next investment.”

“But I don’t understand. This insurance fraud is penny ante stuff. Why would you even bother?”

“Insurance fraud?” She looked puzzled for a moment. “Is that why you’re here? I should have realized. I was surprised to see your name on the list. Vietnam doesn’t strike me as the sort of place you would choose for a vacation.”

“What list?” She didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. I understood what she was doing. “You got my name from the travel agency, didn’t you? You have a contact at the agency and they sent you the names of potential kidnapping victims traveling overseas. That's it, isn't it?”

“I almost forgot how clever you are, Gil. Yes, that’s right. Kidnapping for ransom is a well-known method of funding terrorists.”

“In the Middle East.” I objected. “Not Vietnam.”

“Call it expanding the territory.”

“But I don’t have any money.”

“Your employer does. Bremler Mutual is a Fortune Five Hundred company. I think they’ll pay, oh, let’s say ten million dollars for your safe return. That should square things between us, don’t you think?”

I didn’t want to ask the next question but I had to. “What if they don’t pay?”

“Then we’ll send them a video of you getting your head lopped off.”

My knees turned to jelly. My head went fuzzy. For a moment, I thought I was going to faint.

“Oh dear.” Nasrin turned to the Russian. Mr. DiMauro is unwell. Would you get him something to sit on, please, and perhaps some water?”

The Russian found an old bucket and set it upside down in the floor. I sat down and he handed me a bottled water. My hands shook so hard I could barely get the lid off. When I did, I took a long swallow. My mouth had gone completely dry.

The Brit laughed. “A bit of a drama queen, isn’t he?”

“Why don’t we cut your head off and see how stoic you are?” Nasrin sounded annoyed.

The Brit shut up.

Nasrin put a hand on my shoulder. “Relax. The good news is, now that I know your employer sent you here on business, it’s far more likely that they’ll pay. After all, if they let you die after sending you here, well, that would be pretty bad publicity, don’t you think?”

I nodded. “What about the others.”

“More good news. They get to live because they have to deliver the ransom message. Letting them live shows good faith. Besides, I know how it upsets you when I kill people.” She snapped her fingers and my fellow travelers were forced onto their knees. They were tied up and bags were placed over their heads. The Brit grabbed Binh but Nasrin stopped him. “No. He goes with you. The guide as well. They’re both locals, so the government won’t give a damn what happens to them. It’s only the foreigners they’ll care about, since their deaths would negatively impact tourism.”

Once the rest of the group were bound, the Russian pulled me to my feet.

Nasrin said, “Here is what’s going to happen now, Gil. My boys are going to take you and the other two to a safe house, where you’ll stay until the ransom is paid. I know you are a good man, Gil. You wouldn’t do anything to hurt anyone. If you give us any trouble, my boys will kill one of your traveling companions. If you continue to cause trouble. They will kill the other one. You won’t give us any trouble, will you, Gil?”

I shook my head.

“Good. Don’t worry about the others. We’ll leave them here. Once we’re away, we’ll call the authorities and have them picked up.” She took a piece of paper out of her pocket and stuffed it into Dad’s shirt pocket. “They can hand over the ransom note.”

Nasrin clapped her hands together and commanded her underlings, “All right. Let’s move. Take the hostages to the safe house. I’ll join you there as soon as I can.” She put a hand on the Brit’s shoulder and added in a commanding tone, “Remember, I want Mr. DiMauro taken well care of. Nothing is to happen to him. Understood?”

The Brit nodded vigorously. He obviously knew Nasrin was not someone to be crossed.

The three of us were loaded back onto the bus with the Brit right behind, pointing his gun at our backs. My bag was in my seat. I picked it up to move it aside and the Brit shouted, “What’s that?” Without waiting for an answer, he snatched it from my hand and threw it to the floor, where it shattered. The scent of rice wine immediately filled the air. The Brit put a hand on my arm and shoved me down into the seat. The other two quickly sat down next to me. The Brit sat down behind us, still pointing the gun. The Russian took his place at the wheel and started the engine. The bus backed out of the hotel and, soon, we were back on the road.

I looked around and saw no other vehicles on the road except for the two motorbikes, which were ahead of us like a motorcade. I turned to the Brit and said, “Listen. You don’t have to do this.”

“Shut up.”

“Can’t we make some kind of deal?”

“I said shut up.” He screeched. He then raised the gun over his head and, for a moment, I thought he was going to hit me. Apparently he remembered Nasrin’s warning, because he brought the gun down on Binh’s head, instead.

“Hey! Knock it off back there.” The Russian shouted. Then, under his breath, added, “Mudak.”

The three of us would never make it to the safe house. I knew that. The Brit was trembling, either with fury or anticipation. I doubted he would cross Nasrin. He wouldn’t hurt me, but he was also obviously a psycho. He would kill one of the other hostages, provocation or not.

The Aussie turned around in his seat to face the Brit. I silently willed him to keep his mouth shut but it didn’t work. “Listen, mate. That bird is obviously cracked. I know this great little bar in Dalat. Why don’t you, me and your pals take this bus into the city. We’ll have a few drinks, a few laughs, a few pretty Viet girls and we can forget all this shite.”

“What?” The Brit grabbed the Aussie by the collar and drug him off his seat, throwing him to the floor. He stood over him, pointing the gun at his head.

His back was now to me. I said, “That woman is a terrorist.”

The Aussie said, “I bet there’s a reward for her capture. You could turn her in and you wouldn’t even have to share it with her.”

The Brit was going to kill him now. There was no doubt. “I’ve had it with you, Crocodile Dundee.”

Down on the floor, I found the soggy remains of my bag. I quickly reached in and, among the shards of broken glass, found the scorpion. The Brit’s back was still towards me. I gently placed the scorpion on his right shoulder. I said, “Please don’t do this.”

He turned to look at me, his face filled with fury. “I told you to shut up.” He was looking at me over his right shoulder. He saw the scorpion and shrieked. He tried to bat it away with his gun hand. The Aussie reached up and grabbed him. Binh and I grabbed him from behind.

We felt the bus shudder to a halt. The Russian got out of his seat and marched down the aisle, his own gun drawn. All four of us on the floor had a hold of the gun, trying to wrestle it from each other. Then the inevitable happened. I don’t know which of us actually pulled the trigger but the gun went off. The Russian was hit in the chest and knocked off his feet.

We were all so startled that we all stopped wrestling for a moment and just stared. The Aussie was the first to recover. He grabbed the Brit by the hair and brought his head down hard on the floor with a bang. The Brit lay still.

Binh dashed to the front of the bus and took his familiar place at the wheel. The motorbike had been ahead of us but, realizing we had stopped, turned around and were headed right for us. Binh gunned the engine and peeled out at top speed, which wasn’t very fast even for a broken down old tour bus. The motorbikes parted, letting us pass, then circled around to pursue.

“There’s no way we can outrun them in this piece of junk.” I wailed.

“All we have to do is get back onto a main road.” Binh said. “They can’t take us in the middle of all that traffic.”

I doubted we’d ever get that far. One of the motorbikes easily pulled up alongside us. The driver pulled out a gun and fired at the front tire. I heard the tire blow out. The bus began fishtailing wildly. The front end of the bus then slammed into the bike, sending it and the driver into a rice paddy.

The bus shuddered and stopped. Then there was a loud crash and the bus shuddered again. The three of us climbed out and walked round to the back. The second bike had been right behind us and, when the bus stopped, slammed smack into it. The bike lay on its side. The driver lay under it, not moving.

The Aussie shout, “Look!” The first driver was pushing his bike out of the rice paddy.

The bus wasn’t going anywhere. Bin righted the motorbike. It was scratched up but, when Binh climbed on, it started. “Get on.” He shouted.

“But there’s three of us.” I objected.

The Aussie climbed on behind Binh. “A family of seven could fit on this thing. Lets move”

I pulled the helmet off the driver on the ground, hoping he wasn’t dead because I really didn’t want to wear a dead man’s helmet. I climbed on behind the Aussie. “But we’ve only got one helmet.”

“Are you serious?”

Binh gunned the accelerator and we went tearing down the road. I struggled with the helmet, trying to put it on without losing my balance. Once I had it in place. I glanced behind. The second motorbike was right on our tail. The driver was holding the handlebars with only one hand. In the other hand I saw a…”

“Gun!” I screamed. “Turn right.”

“Are you bonkers?” The Aussie shouted, trying to be heard over the roar of the engine. There was no road on the right. Just rice paddies. Nevertheless, Binh turned right and we ended up driving on the narrow patch of solid ground dividing two rice paddies, barely as wide as the bike’s tires. It was like riding on a tightrope.

The second motorbike had followed but the driver no longer aimed his gun at us. He needed both hands to keep his bike stable. The slightest deviation would send him toppling over into a paddy. Still, he was closing in on us. I pulled my helmet off and, with a quick prayer, flung it over my head. I thought sure it would bounce and roll into a paddy but, instead, it landed and stayed put on the narrow path, At least, until the second motorbike’s front wheel struck it. The wheel wobbled and the bike and driver once again toppled into a rice paddy with a splash.

We finally reached a proper road, with no sign of pursuit. Traffic was heavy and it took us less than five minutes to find a police officer. As we sat by the side of the road, waiting for more police to come, the Aussie slapped me hard on the back and said, “Damn, Gil-Man. I take back everything I said about you not being a good traveler. I haven’t had this much fun in years.”

“Please stop calling me Gil-Man.”

 

THE END
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