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Prologue

Moscow. February 1990.

What the hell was
that noise?

Dmitri Koskov looked up from his paperback
mystery novel and scanned the six surveillance monitors on the top
panel of his desk.

It sounded like a door closing.

But that was impossible. No one was in the
museum at two o’clock in the morning.

The monitors revealed nothing. The freight
and loading dock area in the back of the building was completely
clear. Nothing moved outside the front doors. The ground, first,
second, and third floor lobbies were empty and dark.

Koskov punched the buttons, changing the
surveillance camera views to scan every gallery in the museum.
Running through the entire cycle of rooms filled with relics from
the former Soviet Union’s epic battle with Nazi Germany took nearly
a minute. Koskov noted that the various galleries were dark, as
they should be, then shrugged his shoulders. Perhaps he had just
imagined the noise. After all, the Central Museum of the Great
Patriotic War was a very big building and sometimes the winter wind
outside could produce strange sounds.

Koskov relaxed and went back to his book. He
retraced the paragraph he had just read.

There it was again.

It was definitely someone moving—down the
hallway, near the administrative offices and locked storage
rooms.

Koskov placed his book on the desk and stood.
Once more he scanned the video monitors and saw no signs of
trouble. Nevertheless, Koskov unsnapped the holster of his Makarov
9mm and grabbed a flashlight from the counter behind him. He moved
out of the security room and into the dark corridor.

“Who’s there?” Koskov shouted in Russian. He
then called out the names of the staff members he knew. “Director
Prezinsky? Mrs. Petrov? Is anyone there?”

Silence.

Koskov switched on the light and cast the
beam along the hallway. Both the director and assistant director’s
doors were closed. Koskov took a few steps forward and aimed the
light at the end of the corridor toward the general staff office.
Through the plate glass window he could see that it was empty and
quiet.

Sighing heavily, Koskov threw caution to the
wind and moved down the hall. He turned the corner and descended
the steps to the large open space in front of the locked storage
rooms. Valuable pieces of the collection not on public display were
kept in these rooms.

Koskov swung the light beam across the
storage doors and gasped. One of them was open.

He felt a rush of adrenaline as he held the
flashlight steadily on the open door. The room inside was dark and
nothing appeared to be disturbed. But the door should have been
closed and locked. No question about it.

Koskov moved toward the room and peered
inside. The place was full of overflowing cabinets, trunks, and
shelving units. Koskov had never been curious about what might be
in the locked storage rooms. Apparently much of it once belonged to
Hitler. It had been confiscated when the Soviet army overran the
dictator’s Berlin bunker just after the man’s suicide. The stored
collection was surely valuable from a historical perspective, but
Koskov figured that all the truly interesting stuff was already on
display in the museum.

The night guard walked into the dusty room
and cast the light around. He carefully examined every pitch-black
nook and cranny but found nothing that explained why the door was
open.

Koskov sighed again. False alarm. He would
have to make a report to the Head of Security, though. Someone had
simply left the room unlocked. Koskov was glad he wouldn’t be
standing in that employee’s shoes come tomorrow.

He turned to leave and nearly collided with a
coal-black figure standing in the open doorway. Koskov was so
alarmed that he didn’t think to draw his weapon. He didn’t even
have time to shout.

The intruder’s sound-suppressed Glock
recoiled twice. Koskov took the rounds in the chest, spun around,
and fell to the floor with a thud.

The killer put away his gun and motioned to
his partner. Both dressed in skin-tight black jumpsuits, only the
men’s eyes were exposed.

The second man removed a map from a pocket on his
utility belt and showed it to the gunman. After a quick
reconnaissance, they knew where to look for the artifact.

Baghdad. 1990.

Saddam Hussein stood
studying a large map of Kuwait when Abdul-Aziz Al-Nur opened the
doors to the president’s library. Hussein smiled broadly, greeting
his old friend.

They embraced and clasped hands. “You
returned safely,” Hussein said.

“Praise Allah,” Al-Nur replied. “The mission
was a complete success. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, you
would be surprised as to how easily palms can be greased in Moscow.
I predict organized crime will be running that country in no
time.”

“If you ask me, the Soviet Communists
were organized crime,” Hussein said. He then eyed the
aluminum briefcase Al-Nur held. “So, you, uhm, brought it?”

“Yes, my president.” He pointed to a table at
the side of the room. “May I?”

“By all means.”

Al-Nur set down the case and carefully
punched the combination for the locks. The case snapped open,
revealing a wooden jewelry box that had darkened with age.

“I’m not sure how old the box is,” Al-Nur
said. “Possibly a thousand years. It’s remarkable how well-made it
is. Fine craftsmanship.”

“I don’t care about the damned box,” Hussein
said. “Open it and let me see what’s inside.”

Al-Nur smiled and nodded. He carefully
loosened a metal clasp, swung the lid open with a flourish, and
exposed an object wrapped in a tattered cloth.

Hussein gingerly picked up the item and held
it in his hand.

“It’s very light,” he said.

“What did you expect?” Al-Nur asked.

“I don’t know.”

Hussein eagerly unwrapped the artifact.

“Be careful, my president,” Al-Nur said. “It
has survived thousands of years but it might be more delicate than
you think.”

“Nonsense,” Hussein said. “It can never be
harmed.”

He dropped the cloth on the table and held
the object in his palm.

It was a stone approximately three inches
long and a half-inch wide, somewhat cylindrical but gnarly, like a
twig. One end appeared tapered to a point as if it were an ancient
digging tool of some kind.

“Is it really a finger?” Hussein asked.

Al-Nur indicated the two rough mounds. “Those
are the joints there, you see? And the sharp end, that’s the
fingernail.”

“Yes, yes, I see it. But it’s made of
stone!”

“It has fossilized, my president. It’s like a
prehistoric animal’s bone in a museum. Fossils look like
rocks.”

Hussein nodded, still awed by the artifact in
his hand. “I can’t believe it. The boy was right about its
location. To think it was among Hitler’s personal possessions.”

“The Soviets didn’t know what they had when
they took his things back to Moscow.”

“I suppose the boy should get an extra meal
tonight. Tell my sons.”

“What about his sister?”

Hussein wrinkled his brow. “His sister? Oh
yes. I had forgotten about her. I don’t know. She belongs to my
sons. They have their hobbies when it comes to Kurdish
prisoners.”

Al-Nur nodded and stepped back. “Then, if my
president is pleased, I shall retire and await your further
instructions.”

Hussein looked at his friend and said, “You
did well. The two million dollars U.S. will be transferred into
your Swiss bank account today.”

“Thank you, my president.”

Hussein held the artifact in the air as if it
were a small torch. “Do you realize that with this in my
possession, I am unstoppable? Now we can proceed. The invasion of
Kuwait is imminent.”

 



Chapter 1

Limite, Texas. The Present.

Rusty “Red” River
washed down his blueberry pancakes with the last swallow of strong
coffee. He waved at Myrtle and scribbled on an imaginary check. The
waitress nodded at him as she scurried to another table full of
rowdy night shift roughnecks who had just come in from the oil
fields. These characters were nothing new to River, having grown up
in the West Texas town of Limite. Once one of the top oil producing
capitals in the United States, Limite had its fair share of
blue-collar workers dressed in grimy, greasy coveralls and hardhats
along with the cowboys dressed to the nines in spiffy, tight blue
jeans, boots, and Stetsons. Twenty miles east in Preston one might
find a more white-collar collection of southern Yuppies.

The roughnecks laughed loudly at a crude
joke, reminding River of an old saying about the twin cities.
Preston was a nice place to raise kids and Limite was a nice place
to raise hell.

Myrtle, the forty-something redheaded
waitress, had waited on River every morning since he had been
coming to IHOP for breakfast. “Here ya go, Red. You have yourself a
real nice day,” she said with exaggerated sarcasm as she slapped
down his check.

“What’s the matter, Myrtle?” River asked.
“Aren’t you gettin’ off soon?”

“Uh uh. Double shift day.” She eyed the
roughnecks at the table. “So I get to entertain customers the likes
of them.”

River chuckled. “I’m sure they won’t be too
hard on you. They look like nice boys.”

“Nice, my ass.”

Someone called “Waitress!” from the other
side of the diner.

“Gotta run,” she said. “See ya, Red.”

“Bye, Myrtle.”

River stood, left a respectable tip on the
table, and strode across the room to the cashier. Keeping fit was a
priority for the six-foot-five, fifty-three-year-old man. River
indulged in a breakfast at IHOP only once a week, even though River
he loved the taste of maple syrup on a fresh batch of buttermilk
flapjacks. It was a lot like the milkshakes at the Soda Shack—the
stuff was addictive.

After paying the bill, River stepped outside
into the warm morning sun—by noon the temperature would be in the
nineties—and punched the unlock button on his car key remote. The
lights on the 2004 Lexus GX470 blinked, indicating that it was
ready.

River started up the SUV and pulled out onto
Lucas County Road to head back to his ranch. It wasn’t long before
River passed the three-story River Oil Company building, the legacy
left behind by River’s grandfather. As the owner of fifty-one per
cent of the company’s stock, River was a rich man and would likely
remain so until his death. The company earned big bucks during the
firm’s heyday in the 1950s and 60s, when Limite’s oil production
status was at an all-time high. These days the company concentrated
on processing and distribution rather than production, and it still
turned a tidy profit. River never had an affinity for the oil
business and was happy to let the trusted people he hired run the
company.

As usual, River fiddled with the knob on his
police band radio to clear the static until he heard the familiar
voice of Patrolman Eric Bunyon speaking with the West Texas drawl
common to most Limite residents, including River.

“…says they didn’t see anyone outside the
room where they keep the babies. Whatcha call it, the maternity
ward?”

“The whole goddamned floor is the maternity
ward, Eric. You’re talkin’ ‘bout the Nursery.” That voice belonged
to the Limite Police dispatcher, Theresa Valdez. River found it
shocking that a woman as pretty as she could swear worse than
anyone he knew.

“Whatever. Anyways, we need some help. This
looks to be mighty serious,” Bunyon said.

“Ten-four. Back-up’s on the way.”

River wondered what was going on. Limite had
its fair share of crime, being a rough and tumble community of
85,000 people. With the mixture of Hispanics, African-Americans,
and a number of ignorant and bigoted good ol’ white boys in Limite,
the town kept the Limite Police and the Lucas County Sheriff’s
Department busy twenty-four-seven.

River picked up his microphone and spoke.

“Theresa?”

“Oh, hi, Red. What you doin’ this
mornin’?”

Although River had no authority over the
police force, every officer knew who he was and had nothing but
respect for him. The former FBI agent had bailed them out of jams
on a number of occasions.

“Just had breakfast. What’s goin’ on?”

“A baby got abducted from the hospital last
night. At least that’s what the parents claim.”

“A newborn baby?”

“Uh huh. Born late yesterday evenin’.”

River frowned. River’s friend and ranch
caretaker, Chip Gonzales, and his wife delivered a healthy baby boy
the previous night.

“What are the parents’ names?”

“Rodrigo and Maria Gonzales.”

“Oh, Lord.”

“You know ‘em?”

“Yeah. Chip, er, Rodrigo Gonzales, he’s my
caretaker. He’s been with me for years.”

“That Chip? You always talk about Chip
but I didn’t realize that’s who this was! Holy shit!”

“I’m gonna drive over to the hospital. Is
Buddy there?”

“He’s on the way.”

“Thanks. Over and out.”

River accelerated and drove the Lexus toward Lucas
County Hospital, located in the decrepit, long-deserted downtown
area. Technically, he had no business encroaching on the local law
enforcement’s territory. On the other hand River could justify his
concern with the fact that as a former field agent of the Federal
Bureau of Investigation, he had a somewhat professional interest in
his home town. Not to mention his friendship with Chip Gonzales.
The man was so much more than a caretaker. River almost felt as if
the man was his adopted son.

Lucas County
Hospital was already bustling with activity. River found police
chief Buddy Gibson at a makeshift command center in a corner of the
lobby. Gibson, an African-American, had earned the respect of
Limite inhabitants when he single-handedly brought down a dangerous
drug gang operating out of the south side of town. Although the
notion existed that racism was no longer a problem in Texas,
everyone and his dog knew it wasn’t true. Gibson had experienced a
difficult first few months after he had been appointed chief,
mostly from white members of his own force. River had taken to him
easily, though. Over the years the two men had become fast
friends.

“Hey, Buddy,” River said.

“Red, I’m glad you’re here. Did Chip call
you?”

“No. I heard it from Theresa.”

Gibson nodded. Theresa Valdez not only cursed
like a sailor, she also had a big mouth.

“Well, I was gonna call you anyway.”

“Where’s Chip?”

“Up on the maternity ward. Third floor. I’m
sure he’ll be glad to see you.”

“What the hell happened?”

“We don’t know yet. All we know is their baby
is missin’. The nurse went in this mornin’ to bring the kid to
Maria for nursin’ and he was gone.”

“How can that happen? I thought security up
there was better than an airport.”

“It is. But in the middle of the night
there’re not many people around on the floor. We’ve already
questioned all the nurses and orderlies that were on duty. No one
saw anything or anyone suspicious. Durin’ the day there’s always
people goin’ in and out of the maternity ward, you know. We’re
gonna look at the security monitor tapes as soon as we find the
time to sit down and do it. Right now I’ve got officers lookin’ all
over the buildin’ for that baby.”

River doubted the baby was still in the
hospital but he didn’t say so.

“How’s Chip takin’ it?”

“You know Chip. He won’t show how upset he
is, but you can tell he is. Poor Maria. She’s about to go nuts but
they have her sedated.”

“I’m goin’ upstairs.”

Gibson nodded. “I’ll talk to you later.”

River took the elevator to the third floor
and found patrolman Bunyon with two other officers. They were still
taking statements from hospital staff, including the head nurse.
She was visibly upset—and frightened—that such a thing could happen
on her watch.

Bunyon looked up and nodded at River. The
officer took the tall man aside and whispered, “The nurse on duty
in the Nursery admits she went to answer a Call button in one of
the patient’s rooms. The nurse that was supposed to do it
was answerin’ another one. The Nursery nurse was gone maybe five or
ten minutes. And guess what—the room where the Call came from was
empty! No patient. So that’s probably when it happened.”

“So the Call button was bogus.”

“Looks that way.”

“Where’s Chip and Maria?” River asked.

“Room three-twelve.”

River went past the reception desk and into
the corridor leading to patients’ rooms. The Nursery was a little
farther along on the right. Gone were the days when fathers could
stand in the hall and look through a large window at the various
newborn babies in their little clear bassinets. These days
hospitals took extra precaution and separated the room with two
sets of windows. One could still see inside the place, but it
certainly wasn’t as intimate.

Bernie Jones and Charlie Updike, the two
crime scene detectives, were busy dusting for fingerprints and
measuring things. If the situation hadn’t been so deadly serious,
River would have found the sight of the portly men wearing hospital
greens and face masks funny. Besides the two fat men, three nurses
were also in the room, watching over two babies.

River found Room 312 and stepped inside. Chip
Gonzales was sitting beside the bed, where Maria lay in shock. She
was pale and wide-eyed, the tears having dried up hours ago.

Chip Gonzales was a strong and able man who
had worked for River for the last several years. Although River
loved his ranch and was especially fond of his horses, he was not a
rancher. When he first inherited the property, he had to learn how
to take care of it from scratch. He knew very little about cattle,
despite the fact that as a kid he had helped his grandfather with
chores. Whenever he had visited the ranch, River had mostly ridden
horses and shot tin cans with a B-B gun. When he turned thirteen,
his grandfather had let him fire a real gun.

“Red!” Chip stood but River motioned to him
to sit down. Gonzales ignored the command and came around the bed
to embrace his boss.

“I’m sorry, Chip,” River said, giving the man
a hug. “Geez, I don’t know what to say.”

“Julio’s gonna be okay, I know it. The
police’ll find him. Won’t they?”

“Sure they will.” River went to the bed and
put his hand on Maria’s shoulder. “Hey, Maria.”

She looked at him and slowly moved her hand
to clutch his. He squeezed it and they both understood that nothing
more needed to be said.

“Who could have done this?” Chip asked.
“Why?”

“Chip, I’m gonna find out. I don’t have
anything pressin’ right now. I’ll work with Buddy on this.”

“I don’t… I don’t think I can pay you ‘cept
in work hours.”

“Chip, for God’s sake, don’t be ridiculous.
You don’t have to pay me anything. I’m gonna do this ‘cause I
want to and ‘cause you and Maria are my friends. Now sit
down. Take care of your wife while I go out there and try to figure
out what’s goin’ on.”

“Thank you, Red.
Gracias, amigo.”

River gave the man a squeeze on the shoulder
and left the room. He made his way back down the hall, glancing
once more at the Nursery. Officer Bunyon approached him and said,
“We think we know how the kidnapper got in.”

“Oh?”

He pointed. “Emergency exit latch was taped
so it wouldn’t lock. End of the hall there. Whoever did it must’ve
come in durin’ the day yesterday while the place was busy with
visitors.”

“Surely he’s on a video camera.”

“Well… he managed to disable it. We found a
wad of chewing gum blocking the lens on the camera in that
stairwell. Must be a helluva tall dude.”

“No, it’s two people, obviously,” River said.
“One gave the other a boost to put the gum on the lens.” River kept
moving with Bunyon on his tail. “Eric, we need to see the rest of
those security tapes, especially the ones from the lobby and the
exteriors. Let’s see if you can expedite that, okay?”

“Sure, Red. I’m sure that’s what Buddy would
want me to do, too.”

As River entered the reception area, he heard one of
the officers speak into his walkie talkie, “Right, we’ll be right
there. Over and out.” The policeman looked at River and said, “They
found something in the alley behind the hospital.”

River and the other
patrolmen discovered Gibson and three officers huddled around a
trash dumpster behind the building. One of the men stood on a step
ladder, snapping photographs of the inside of the dirty
container.

“Jesus, don’t tell me…” River whispered to
Gibson.

“I’m afraid so.”

River winced. “Aw, man. Poor Chip.”

When the photographer was finished, they
fished the bundle out of the garbage. The lifeless little corpse
was still wrapped in a blanket and dressed in its tiny hospital
gown.

“Goddamned shame,” Bunyon muttered.

“What’s that on his head?” Gibson asked.

River moved in closer to have a look. Sure
enough, there was some kind of mark on the baby’s forehead. It had
been drawn with a black marker.

“It looks like a fishhook,” Bunyon
remarked.

True, the symbol was shaped like one, but River shook
his head. “I think it’s a letter. An Arabic letter.”

ﻝ


Chapter 2

River left the
hospital and drove across town to the mall, located in one of the
relatively newer developments on the east side of Limite. The town
had expanded in the seventies and eighties in that direction, away
from the oil fields, to accommodate more upper-middle and
upper-class groups of people. At the moment, though, class
consciousness was the furthest thing from River’s mind. The pain
displayed on Chip and Maria’s faces in that hospital room were
enough to soften his otherwise steely reserve. When the couple had
been presented with the news of what was found behind the hospital,
Chip broke down and cried with his wife.

River swore to himself that he wouldn’t rest
until he learned who had done this terrible thing.

He turned into the mall’s vast parking lot
and drove to the freestanding Taste of India restaurant, the only
place that served Indian cuisine in West Texas that he knew of.
River parked and got out of the SUV. The restaurant hadn’t opened
for the day but he knew Bipin would be inside preparing the lunch
buffet. The tempting smell of curry was already wafting through the
air.

River knocked loudly on the glass door and
waited. After a moment, Bipin Bannerjee appeared and smiled
broadly. He held up a finger, fumbled with a key ring, and finally
unlocked the door.

“My friend Mister River!” Bipin said. “We are
not open for lunch yet. Are you so hungry that you must come at
this hour?”

“Bipin, I need a favor. Can I come in?”

“Certainly! Please!”

River stepped in and Bipin shut the door
behind him.

“What can I do for you?” the restaurateur
asked.

“Bipin, you speak Arabic, don’t you?”

“Yes, it is one of four languages I know. I
speak Indian—well, actually Tamil—and Arabic, Pakistani, and
English.”

River removed a piece of paper from his
pocket and unfolded it. He had sketched the strange symbol on it
before leaving the crime scene.

“Is that an Arabic letter or symbol of some
kind?”

Bipin wrinkled his brow and said, “It could
be. In Arabic that’s the letter ‘Laam.’ The equivalent of ‘L’ in
English.”

“L?”

“That’s right.”

“What does it mean?”

Bipin shrugged. “It means ‘L’! In what
context is it used?”

“It was drawn on a baby’s forehead. The child
was kidnapped and murdered last night.”

The Indian gasped and his eyes grew wide. “Oh
heavens above!”

“Does this ‘L’ mean anything in that
context?”

Bipin stared at the piece of paper and shook
his head again. “Mister River, I really do not know. It means
nothing to me except that is how you write ‘Laam’ as a stand-alone
letter. You see, in Arabic, letters are written differently if they
are used at the beginning of a word, or in the middle of a word, or
at the end of a word. They can also be different if used as a
stand-alone initial. In the case of your ‘Laam’ written there, it
is a stand-alone initial.”

River nodded, folded the paper, and returned
it to his pocket. “Thanks, Bipin. I’ll see you later.”

“Are you coming back for all-you-can-eat
brunch?”

“Not today, but I will soon. I promise.”

River stopped at the
ranch to make some calls from his in-home office. Located on the
north side between Limite and Preston, the six hundred acres of
land seemed to be in the middle of the desert. The few cattle he
owned grazed wherever they could find something to chew; Chip
usually provided extra grass. River’s three beautiful horses—a
Mustang, a Palomino, and a Paint—also resided at the ranch. When he
had the time he took turns riding and spoiling them. The spacious
wooden structure that occupied a corner of the property was
ninety-eight years old and had been the home of three generations
of Rivers.

He loved the flat and lonesome West Texas
desert. It was one of the reasons why River stayed. Even if his
grandfather hadn’t left him the River Ranch, River Oil Company, and
all that money he had made, River would have remained in Limite.
After all, he had grown up in the town, gone to high school, and
met his late wife there—but that last part he didn’t like to think
about too much. The rest of it—well, he wouldn’t particularly call
it nostalgia. He was just a small-town cowboy at heart.

The time he had spent at the FBI Academy was
all right, but he’d hated his posting in New York City. River had
no love for big cities. Since he had left the FBI and began his
self-employment as a freelance Consulting Investigator, River was
able to live quietly on his ranch until a case came along that he
wanted to take on. It was nice having the luxury of picking and
choosing. Sometimes, though, the cases he chose ultimately took him
to a big city and he had to deal with big city people. If that
happened, River just made sure he was adequately compensated for
the trouble.

Red River, whose reputation always preceded
him, usually was.

“Red, is that you?”

“Yeah, it’s me,” River said as he stomped his
boots on the mat outside the front door and went inside. He made
his way through the foyer and down the hall to his office that had
been converted from a bedroom. Aunt Naomi sat at her desk in the
“outer” office working on what appeared to be expense reports.
Naomi Slocum was the best personal assistant he’d ever had. She
worked hard, didn’t complain much, and was extremely loyal. It had
been one of River’s better ideas to put his aunt on the payroll.
After all, she was his father’s sister and lived in the ranch
house. And even at seventy-three years of age, Aunt Naomi was a
hell of a secretary.

“Where you been?” she asked.

River relayed the bad news about the
Gonzales’ baby. Naomi put down her pen and looked as if she might
cry.

“Oh no,” she said softly. “That’s got to be
the most awful thing I ever heard.”

“I know. I’m gonna look into the case and see
what I can find.”

“I think I should go over to the hospital and
see ‘em.”

“If you’d like. They’ve got Maria sedated but
I’m sure Chip’ll appreciate it.”

“I’ll order some flowers too.”

“Naomi, I think I’d like to take care of the
funeral expenses for them,” River said. “Can you handle that?”

“Sure. I’ll call Whitaker’s Funeral Home
right now and get it started.”

River frowned. “Wait. You know any Hispanic
funeral directors?”

“I’ll ask John Whitaker to recommend
somebody.”

“I think that’d be best.”

“You’re right.”

River went into his office and sat heavily.
It was a hell of a thing. Throughout his thirty year career in law
enforcement he had seen some horrendous stuff, but this was right
up there with the death of his wife. Who could kill a newborn baby
like that? Why would anyone want to? And what did that damn Arabic
‘L’ mean?

He picked up the phone and dialed Buddy
Gibson’s mobile.

“This is Buddy,” the chief answered.

“Buddy, it’s Red. Hey, I gotta line on that
mark on the baby’s forehead. Ol’ Bipin out at the Indian restaurant
says it’s the letter ‘L’ in Arabic.”

“Huh. Just like you said.”

“Damned if I know what it means, though.”

“Well, I got some news for you, too. Julio
Gonzales died by strangulation. The medical examiner figures it was
some kind of garrote, maybe a leather cord.”

“That’s the only sign of trauma?”

“That’s it. I sent out a bulletin to other
towns in the State and I already got three responses. There were
similar baby abductions and murders just in the past two weeks, and
they’re nearby, too.”

“Really? Where?”

“Get this. There was one a few days ago in
Mitchell. A few days before that in Pecos. And a few days before
that in El Paso.”

That meant something. Mitchell was forty-five
miles away. Pecos was perhaps a hundred miles further west. And El
Paso was another hundred and thirty miles beyond that.

“Damn,” River said. “Are they really similar?
Same M.O.?”

“All three abductions were from hospital
maternity wards within thirty-two hours of birth. That’s all I know
so far. I should be gettin’ the full reports in an hour or so.”

“Then they’re moving east. If they started in
El Paso, could be they came from Mexico. What do you think?”

“You really think it’s more than one perp,
huh?”

“I don’t know for sure, but that gum on the
security camera could be a giveaway. Buddy, I’ll bet they’re from
Mexico. Let me know when you get the files on the other three
crimes. I wanna see ‘em.”

“I take it you’re gonna be helpin’ us with
this case, Red?”

“Hell, Buddy, Chip works for me and he’s a
friend. Damn right I’m gonna help you with it, if you’ll let me. I
know I don’t got any authority over you guys—”

“Shut up, Red. I, for one, am happy to have
you lookin’ into it. You’ve bailed our asses out of shit before.
Consider yourself part of the team.”


Chapter 3

Interstate-20
stretched as far as the eye could see across the flat, nearly
barren landscape that was Texas. Latifa Zaken found it remarkably
similar to her native Iraq, especially in the southern, more arid
areas. She didn’t particularly care for that part of her country.
She came from a more fertile and mountainous region of Iraq, once a
safe haven for her Kurdish people until the Ba’ath party came
along. She never knew the peaceful times, though—she was born too
late. Although Saddam Hussein didn’t assume the presidency until
she was five years old, his political party had been making life
miserable for the Kurds since 1968. Latifa could barely remember
her first five years of life before Saddam became Iraq’s dictator.
Her little village of Zakho, and her parents, were but blurs in her
memory.

She looked over at her brother Akram, who was
driving the old Chevrolet Impala they had bought in Chihuahua. At
least he had always been near, even when they were in captivity.
Latifa was two years old when Akram was born, so to her it seemed
as if he had always been a part of her life.

Akram and I shall fulfill our mission
alone, she thought.

“How much farther to Dallas?” she asked in
Arabic.

Akram shrugged and grunted. The monosyllabic
noises he vocalized indicated that he hadn’t paid attention to the
sign they had passed. Probably another hundred miles or
so.

Latifa put a hand on the back of his neck and
rubbed it. “Poor Akram. He’s doing all the driving on this trip. I
bet you’re tired.”

Again, he blurted grunts that were
decipherable only to his sister.

“You say you aren’t but I can tell. Would you
like to stop somewhere? Get something to eat? Are you hungry?”

He shook his head but asked her the same
thing in his own distinctive language.

“Not really,” she answered. “Maybe in a
little while. I can probably wait until we get to Dallas.”

He spoke again. You keep calling me Akram.
That’s not my name now, remember?

“We’re alone, silly,” she said. “We don’t
have to be Abraham and Lilly Adamson when we’re alone.”

You might forget if you don’t make a habit
out of it. You might accidentally call me Akram in public.

“I won’t make that mistake. But if it’ll make
you feel better, Abraham, then that’s what I’ll call you.”

He shrugged. Perhaps it didn’t matter after
all.

She smiled. “Did I ever tell you how glad I
am that you’re here with me?”

He glanced at her but quickly moved his eyes
back to the road.

“I’m not sure I could do this without you. I
know I bully you a lot, giving you orders, harping at you as if you
were my husband and not my brother. But you know I love you, right?
You know I
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