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CHAPTER ONE

 


Stanley Reynolds couldn’t believe
it.

The further he drove and the more he
thought about it, the angrier he got.

Stanley happened to be in the boss's
office last night when the call came in. He found out that the
Chief of British Intelligence was asking law enforcement agencies
from many countries around the world to send a representative to an
emergency meeting in New York which could have global
significance.

And so, instead of sending him to New
York, the boss sent him to find . . . the mere thought of it
rankled him . . . Warren The Hotshot. A man so arrogant that nobody
knew his first name, or was it his last? Warren was Warren,
period.

Stanley Reynolds was sick and tired of
people around the office whispering of Warren The Idiot’s exploits
in hushed and reverent tones. They talked endlessly about how he
had saved this group of people and how he had outsmarted so and
so.

Rumor had it that Warren The Trigger
Happy Fool had already killed over twenty people in the line of
duty. Stanley wondered if it had been necessary to eliminate them
all, or had they accidentally gotten mixed up in a bad situation
that could easily have been avoided with a little foresight and
planning, two attributes that Stanley Reynolds felt that he
excelled at. He was proud of the fact that he had never fired his
gun in the line of duty, yet.

And what about those juveniles
counterfeiting five dollar bills that he tracked down in Minnesota
last year? Proof positive that good law enforcement doesn't require
violence.

Warren The Glory Hog had the
sensational reputation because he always got the plum assignments.
Stanley Reynolds knew that he was every bit the agent that Warren
The Slammer was, and he was looking to prove it. He wanted to be a
hero so bad that he had anxiety dreams about it.

He pulled into the parking lot of a
modest apartment complex in Alexandria, Virginia, and turned off
his engine. He got out, taking the time to make sure his windows
were up and the doors were locked. A cold wind mussed up his hair
and he tried to hold it in place with his left hand as he walked up
the sidewalk between buildings.

He found what he was looking for:
building D, apartment #4.

He opened the gate to a small,
walled-in courtyard which consisted of a dirt patch containing
long-dead weeds and dull yellow, plastic patio furniture that had
fallen over months ago. A line of ten small wind chimes underneath
the roof overhang tinkled different melodies in the stiff
breeze.

What a complete dump, Stanley Reynolds
thought. He and his wife, Patrice, had a much nicer place than
this. They lived in a four bedroom brownstone in Georgetown. His
respect for Warren The Total Bum slipped even further. He walked in
and closed the gate behind him.

He licked his fingertips and tried to
plaster down his cowlick that had jumped up again, and knocked on
the door. There was no response for fifteen seconds so Stanley
Reynolds knocked again, this time more forcefully.

The man sleeping inside the apartment
on the other side of three closed doors opened his left eye, then
his head bobbed off the pillow. Without being sure what woke him,
his hand instinctively reached down between the headboard and the
mattress and latched onto a .38 revolver. His thumb eased the
safety off as he rose from his bed. His only attire was a baggy
pair of men's white briefs that time and careless laundering had
turned an off beige. His hair was sticking up at all
angles.

"This building better be on fire and
that better be the Fire Marshal warning me," the man mumbled to
himself. His head was pounding, his eyeballs burned, his muscles
ached.

He opened his bedroom door, walked down
the hall, opened the hall door, padded through the living room and
over to the window. He pulled the curtain back a crack and peered
out into his front courtyard. He sighed through his nose with a
slight hiss and his eyes narrowed when he saw Stanley Reynolds. He
had been promised some time off. Forget that.

He walked over to his front door,
avoiding the clothes on the floor as he went, looked through the
peephole, opened the door a foot and squinted into the brightness
of a new day.

Stanley Reynolds was standing on the
stoop with his hands jammed into his pants pocket against the sharp
morning chill. He looked up and said, "Warren," and nodded curtly.
"Don't you ever answer your phone? The boss has been trying to call
you."

"Stanley." Warren glared at his
colleague and decided to ignore the question since the answer was
obvious enough. "Do I have time for a shower?"

Stanley Reynolds shook his head
thinking that it would be funny if Warren The Perfectionist showed
up in New York looking like a rag doll that had been dragged behind
a semi for a few miles.

"Do I need to pack?"

Stanley Reynolds nodded. Or you can
just wear your underwear. What a moron.

"How many days?"

Stanley Reynolds shrugged. That was the
truth, unfortunately.

Eight minutes later Warren was sitting
in the passenger seat of a dark blue Ford sedan, leaning against
the door. A small, chrome suitcase that he kept packed for
emergencies like this sat beside him with enough clothes and
toiletries to last him five days.

Stanley was driving, doing a safe,
competent job, like usual. Over the years, Warren had learned to
respect Stanley, in a way. Although he was still a shameless
suck-up and had a bad case of OCD, he was quiet, took his time at
everything he did and seemed reliable.

"I appreciate your taciturnity," Warren
told him after a few minutes.

Stanley Reynolds grunted. He had no
idea what taciturnity meant, and didn't care. But he did know that
a USAir flight was waiting at Dulles to take Warren The Slacker to
New York. He had to keep from smiling when he used every excuse to
go slowly.

 When Warren had
mustered up the strength, he pulled his cell phone from his pocket,
dialed seven numbers and put the phone to his ear. He wanted an
explanation from his boss, Gerald O'Malley, and he wanted it right
now. Warren waited two seconds before he heard a gruff voice say,
"Big news for you."

"Thought I was going to get a couple
weeks off."

"I know I promised you, but something's
up. You are hereby temporarily and officially on loan to the
DEA."

"DEA? Where am I heading?"

"New York."

"Why?"

"You'll be briefed when you get there.
Don't worry, I'll give you some time off when you get back."
O'Malley hung up on him.

"Thanks a heap," Warren said to the
dial tone. He dropped the phone into his lap and stared out the
window. He was so tired that he felt like he might throw up. He
wished that he had grabbed an apple and some rice cakes for the
trip.

Now he’d have to rely on airline food
for sustenance. Yipes.

He'd rather have his gums
scraped.

He allowed his head to rest against the
window. His eyes drifted shut and his mind wandered off.

Stanley Reynolds grinned in spite of
himself. When he was sure that Warren The Wimp had fallen asleep,
he got off the highway. He knew a “shortcut” that was bound to add
ten minutes onto the trip. Wouldn’t it be funny if the egotistical
dipshit missed his plane.

Warren woke up when the car slowed to a
stop. He blinked his eyes open and noticed that automobiles were
stalled twenty deep in front of them and piling up behind them. He
looked around and couldn't recognize where he was. Some sort of run
down business district with little shops and small factories. He
saw a few "To Let" signs hanging in dingy windows.

Warren couldn't believe it. What now?
It was bad enough to get rousted out of bed so early in the
morning, but now he had to wait here when he needed to get to the
airport in a hurry.

He hated to wait. Hated it worse than
heartburn and any pathetic clown who would shoot up a federal
courthouse combined.

He unbuckled his seat belt, opened the
door and stepped out of the car. He could see police barricades
blocking the street fifty yards away and lots of commotion beyond
that.

With an, "I'll be back," Warren shut
his door, walked between the stationary cars to the barricades and
showed his badge to a DC street cop. The officer moved the
barricade aside. Warren stepped through and surveyed the
scene.

Fifteen police cars from various
departments were parked haphazardly in the middle of the street.
All of them had their lights going, washing red, blue, and white
light over everything. Two dozen uniformed policemen were hunkered
down behind the police cars with their weapons drawn, watching the
building, a warehouse of some kind, on the right side of the
street. Sixty yards away, at the far intersection, a squad of
Virginia State Troopers manned more barricades keeping a host of
gawkers and curiosity seekers at bay.

He wondered where the command center
was, made some deductive guesses, walked into the building directly
across the street from the warehouse and found ten policemen
leaning over an old wooden table intently studying a building
blueprint. Warren walked up behind them, making no more noise than
a breath of wind.

One of the more grizzled cops glanced
up and snarled, "Who the hell are you?" He stood up straight and
stared at the intruder, stunned that anyone could suddenly appear
in his command post like that. He pointed at Warren and glared at
one of his men. "Get him out of here!"

The cop inspected Warren
head to toe. White male. Tall, 6' 2", slender. His clothes were
clean enough but he looked dirty, unshaven, unkempt. He was
obviously in good physical shape, yet he looked slow and stupid,
the type that can get good people killed. The cop wondered if he
should toss this joker into a holding cell overnight.

When Warren flashed his
badge.

The cop leaned forward to read what was
etched into the gold shield and his eyebrows shot up in respect.
"You work for Gerald O'Malley?"

Warren nodded. "Know him?"

A half smile split the cop’s face.
"Very well. Used to, anyway. As a green first lieutenant, he was my
colonel in Nam back in ‘67 before he went on to bigger and better
things. Captain John Simmons.@ He held out his hand.

He works for O'Malley, eh? Simmons
thought. A bunch of hardball mothers over at Justice if ever there
were any. Maybe this guy isn't as dimwitted as he looks.

They shook hands.

"What exactly's going on here?" Warren
sized up Simmons. About fifty-six, five foot ten and stocky. Some
of his stock spilled over his belt, but Warren saw plenty of
reserved strength in that muscular frame and fierce determination
in those slate gray eyes.

"You here to help?" Simmons
inquired.

"Absolutely."

Simmons moved over a step and Warren
bellied up to the blueprint. "Five men tried to hold up a bank over
the line in D.C.," Simmons began. "Some of our boys surprised them
so they grabbed eight hostages and made a run for it. One of my men
was killed in the running gun battle. We shot out their tires
during the chase so they abandoned their vehicle and fled with
their hostages into the building across the street."

"That smashed up turquoise Dodge van on
the sidewalk by the entrance?" Warren asked.

"That's the one."

"What's the plan?" Warren asked while
looking directly into Simmons' ice cold eyes.

"We were formulating one when you
arrived, Inspector. We're in communication with them by phone and
they promise that if we try anything, they'll kill the hostages.
They've demanded two million dollars in cash, the police chief as
another hostage, if you can believe that at all, then safe passage
to the airport where a fueled jet’s to be standing by. And they've
given us a whopping thirty minutes to accomplish all
that."

"How long've they been holed up in
there," Warren asked.

Simmons glanced at his watch. "It's
been twenty-eight minutes since the ultimatum."

"Where're your S.W.A.T. boys?" Warren
hadn't seen their vans.

"All around us."

"Think there's any way they'll
surrender?"

"I've been doing this sort of thing for
thirty-three years. They're cold-hearted bastards, I can feel it
through the phone. They popped a bank guard as they left for the
fun of it and one of my men is dead. They're cop killers now,
walking dead men and they know it. They won't give up without
taking as many people down with them as they can."

The captain's mobile phone whistled.
Simmons looked up with a worried expression. He slowly picked up
the phone and put it to his ear. "Simmons." When he recognized the
voice on the other end his face dropped even further.

"You've got to give us more
time."

Pause.

"No. I promise. We're doing the best we
can. The chief is on his way here now. The money's being collected.
The jet's already fueled and ready to go."

Long pause.

"I believe you but there's no need for
that. We're moving as fast as humanly possible."

Short pause.

"What do you mean?" Simmons grimaced
and put the phone down with a low growl. He walked over to the
windows facing the street. Everyone else in the room followed him
over there. They arrived in time to see the front door of the
warehouse across the street open.

Warren barely heard Simmons say, "I
don't like the looks of this." He picked up his walkie-talkie,
squeezed the button and barked, "All stations. Maximum alert. No
one fires except on my direct order."

Fifteen seconds later someone appeared
in the doorway and stopped, obscured in heavy shadows. All the
officers out in the street drew a bead with their
weapons.

That person stumbled out onto the
sidewalk as if she had been pushed. It was a woman. Very pregnant.
Looking scared to death. All the policemen visibly
relaxed.

There was a sharp explosion as the
woman was shot in the back of the head. She crumpled onto the
pavement. An ever-widening pool of blood appeared and ran into the
gutter.

"Son of a bitch!" Warren bellowed
without realizing he had said anything.

"Goddamnit!" Simmons screamed at the
same time. Many other officers exclaimed the same
sentiments.

Simmons' phone whistled again. He
answered it and listened for a full minute before saying, "You've
made your point. Right. Thirty more minutes. Everything will be
exactly as you say. Yes, I'll pull back the units on the street
too. Give me a few minutes on that." He put the phone
down.

While breathing heavily with a flushed
face, with the image of that woman's body lying on the sidewalk
firmly established in his mind, Warren bent over the blueprint and
etched its layout into his mind.

It was a four story, large
empty shell of an old, unused warehouse. It was open from ceiling
to floor. One corner of the  building was divided into four
offices. There was a network of landings and stairs that hugged the
inside of the east wall. At the very top of these stairs on the
roof, there was some sort of door. It looked more like a hinged
latch near a flight of fire escape stairs on the outside wall of
the building.

An idea began to ferment in Warren's
brain.

"Captain, if you had hostages in this
building, where would you keep them?" Warren asked, nursing an
anger so intense he could barely speak.

Simmons studied the blueprint for a
moment before answering. "That's easy. I'd take them into this
room, here." He stabbed his finger down on the parchment. "In the
corner office. No windows, only two doors. I'd bet my pension on
it."

"Agreed." Warren turned to Captain
Simmons. "With your permission, I have a plan."

Simmons folded his arms across his
chest. "Let's have it."

"Could you create a diversion?" Warren
asked.

"What kind of diversion?"

Warren paused, took a deep breath and
let it out slowly. Then he told Simmons his idea.

Simmons scratched his chin as he mulled
it over. "Very similar to what we were thinking."

"You know this situation is going to
get very ugly, very quickly if they’re allowed to stay in control,"
Warren said.

"You're right, of course. The captain
uttered a dry, humorless, half chuckle “But you're not going in
there."

"While you send one of your men onto
the roof of that warehouse to reconnoiter, there's someone you need
to talk to," Warren said.

With a piercing look and a twitch of
his head, Simmons ordered one of his men to check it out. That
officer took off at a dead run.

Warren pulled his cell phone out of his
pocket and placed a call. It took him thirty seconds to give his
boss the details of the situation. Then he held out the phone to
Simmons. "Gerald O'Malley would like to speak with you."

The captain grabbed the phone.
"Simmons, here." His voice softened a little. "Hello, Gerry. Yeah,
long time." As he listened he said, "Uh huh, uh huh," a lot. Then
he said, "Really. Soggy, eh? That right? Yeah . . . You got it.
Hey, Warren, he wants to talk with you."

Warren put the phone to his ear. He
heard, "Warren, you are temporarily on loan to the W.P.D. Good
luck." He hung up.

Simmons looked into Warren's peacock
blue eyes and reevaluated his opinion of this young man: a real,
honest-to-goodness Soggy. Although Simmons had never met one
before, he was familiar with the breed. Soggy. Special Operations
Group. The cream of the U.S. Marshals Service. And after the
buildup O'Malley gave him, there was no way he was going to exclude
this man from the team. "You're in. How many men you want with
you?"

"I work alone. It's always safer that
way."

"One of my men will go with
you."

Warren opened his mouth to object, but
Simmons barked, "That's final,” and Warren knew he was not going to
win this argument.

Simmons caught the eye of his S.W.A.T.
Lieutenant and motioned him over. Warren read the name, "Parker” in
a stitched patch on his chest." Simmons talked into his face for a
few seconds, then Parker barked an order into his shoulder-mounted
radio mike. Within fifteen seconds a police officer wearing a
helmet and bullet-proof vest came running up to Simmons carrying an
M-16.

"Sergeant Petersen, this is Inspector
Warren, U.S. Marshal Service," the captain said. "He is team
leader. You two'll be going inside through the roof on an emergency
mission of mercy. Prepare yourself."

Peterson was two inches shorter than
Warren, ten years older, but probably outweighed him by forty
pounds, most of it body hair. Warren said, "We go in three minutes.
Can you get a silencer for that thing." He pointed to the
M-16.

Without a word the sergeant rushed from
sight and returned two minutes later with an eight inch silencer
attached to the end of his rifle. Warren noticed that Peterson had
found a silencer for the handgun he wore at his side as
well.

"The name's Petersen. And you are?" His
eyebrows lowered as he studied Warren, up and down, side to side.
The police officer knew that you normally didn't want to fuck with
any guy who had that particular gleam in his eye, but thought he'd
fuck with this Marshal anyway, just a little.

Warren introduced himself; the men
shook hands. But instead of letting go after the obligatory two
pumps, Peterson increased his pressure on the handshake, then
asked, "No, I mean, who are you, really?"

To keep from getting his hand crushed,
Warren intensified his grip. "Your team leader on this little
exercise," he grimaced through clenched teeth. His voice got higher
and thinner. "And I'm going to need that hand in a few
minutes."

Peterson felt the raw strength in the
other man's grip and pulled his hand back. He stared into Warren’s
piercing eyes. "Bullshit! You can forget about that. I don't take
orders from a wuss." Both men eyed each other suspiciously,
wondering how each other would react under pressure.

"That must've made life in the Marines
a bitch," Warren declared. He had noticed that Bulldog tattoo on
Petersen's forearm. "Everybody knows that all Jarheads are
notorious wussies."

Petersen guffawed and slapped Warren on
the shoulder, nearly leveling him. "Say, you're all right." He
grinned. His mouth was all teeth. "If the captain says you're team
leader, who am I to argue?"

Warren instantly liked this overgrown
galoot.

The officer who had been sent to the
roof came back in. Warren and Petersen walked over to hear what he
had to say.

"There's a trap door up there on the
roof, all right, sir. Its hinges are pretty rusted and there's a
padlock on it, but with some oil and some cutters, it'll open
without any trouble."

"Good," Simmons said. He gathered his
officers around him and turned to Warren. "What do you
need?"

Warren inputted a few requirements and
suggestions.

Simmons gave out assignments, thumping
people on the chest with a stiff forefinger to emphasize his
points. Then Simmons poked Warren on the sternum and said, "Okay,
get going. We have eighteen minutes until the next
deadline."

Seven men dashed out the side door,
through an alley, then around the next building so they couldn't be
seen by the kidnappers or any of the news crews that had gathered.
When they arrived at the far side of the empty warehouse, Warren
started up the rusted iron fire escape stairs that zig-zagged up
the end of the building. They looked like holdovers from the '20's
and moaned and creaked with each step. Fearful they might collapse
under the weight of all seven men, Warren whispered, "One at a
time. Wait until I get up there before the next man gets
on."

Warren took the stairs two at a time
until he was standing on the roof; each man followed in his turn.
Warren examined the door/hatch and found it exactly as
described.

Three men held some blankets over their
heads forming a tent above the hatch to keep the sun from streaming
in the hole when they broke in. Warren and Lars knelt next to the
door. An officer sat with the bolt cutters, poised to cut the lock.
The seventh man squirted some oil on the hinges.

While they waited, Warren asked, "By
the way, what's your first name?"

"Lars."

"Well, Lars, we need to put these guys
down hard and fast. We shoot to kill where and when their death
won't raise an alarm to the others."

Peterson glared at the Marshal as he
listened.

Warren continued. "Now, our problem is
that I'm used to working alone. So I'll plant you somewhere to
cover my back and move you each time I move so I don't accidentally
shoot you by reflex. Understand?"

"Right."

Lars clicked his radio open and
whispered, "We're ready, Captain."

"Stand by and good luck."

They listened as all the police cars on
the street were pulled back and driven away. Engines roared. Tires
screeched.

Simmons counted them down. On zero, two
cars collided in front of the warehouse. Before the echo died, the
officer with the bolt cutters cut the lock off and the seventh man
raised the door. All held their breath afraid it would squeak, but
it opened silently.

With Lars holding onto Warren's belt in
the small of his back to keep him steady and from falling in,
Warren projected his head down into the chasm. He saw a short
flight of steps leading to a landing, then the stairs continued to
the floor. A landing four feet wide with a hand railing five feet
high ran the length of the wall at each story. He could see a small
section of the floor. It was heavily littered with debris. A few
winding paths had been cleared through it all.

Warren hauled himself up and out of the
opening and said, "We're clear."

The two men scampered down into the
darkness. The door silently closed above their heads. They stood on
the top landing up against the wall and waited until their eyes
adjusted to the gloom. Warren and Lars listened for any alarm that
might be raised. Did someone see or hear them enter?

Nothing.

Warren stepped forward and peered over
the edge of the landing. From his vantage point, he looked out over
the entire expanse of the warehouse, about 15,000 square feet.
Stacks of cardboard and wooden boxes and barrels covered the floor.
Some were dilapidated, some were intact. Piles of damp newspapers,
a mass of moldy clothing and what looked like a compost
heap

added to the stench of decay that
permeated the place. He could see dirt through missing chunks of
concrete in the floor.

No sign of any humans.

Warren stepped back to the wall, got
down on all fours, crawled up fifteen feet and peeked over the edge
of the walkway again. He could now see one man from his new vantage
point wearing a teal parka.

Warren crawled up another fifteen feet
and looked out over the edge again. Although he was thirty-five
feet off the floor and on the other wall, he could see a second man
now, or at least a gun barrel sticking out of the box behind the
first man.

Was that a third man lurking in yet
another box off to the left? Hard to tell.

He could also see both doors to the
offices in the far right corner. They were closed. The hostages
should be inside there, he thought.

The two, or three, lookouts were having
a good laugh at the incompetent cops who had wrecked two cars in
plain view of the windows lining the front wall. The bumpers had
locked together during the collision and the policemen were having
trouble unhooking them.

Warren gained his feet and dashed back
to where Lars was waiting and whispered what he had seen and his
strategy on how they should proceed.

Lars nodded his
understanding.

Warren nimbly ran down a flight of
stairs to the third level. Each step was a concrete slab embedded
in a steel frame and made no noise. Once there and sure he had
remained unseen, he

waved Lars down. Then, while Lars
stayed back in the shadows, Warren crawled out and took another
look over the edge of that landing. The two men were still there
and still laughing.

Warren skipped down to the second
level, cast a glance around, then continued to the ground floor.
Lars quickly joined him in a corner covered with
shadows.

Warren slid down the wall far enough to
where he should have been able to see the two lookouts only to
discover that they were gone. He cursed silently under his breath
and was about to rejoin Lars back in the shadows when he heard
voices and froze. It took him only a second to realize that those
voices were getting closer. He filled his hands with his best
friends in the world, two specially-designed Glocks with silencers
built into the barrels.

Warren studied the voices. One of them
said something about the "piss pot" and the other said, "down
this-a-way." One man walked with a distinctive scuffing of his
shoes.

Warren sat on his heels and
waited.

Five seconds later, two men appeared
out of the sea of boxes and walked right toward him. Before they
had a chance to react, Warren leveled both guns and
fired.

One man fell backwards and thudded onto
the bare concrete floor. He didn't make much sound. But the other
man fell into a stack of empty cardboard boxes. The noise he made
landing was bad enough, but as other boxes tumbled down on top of
the body, they made an awful racket in the quiet space.

Warren thought furiously. There were
three kidnappers left now. With the second ultimatum nearly up, it
was time to take a chance. Some boxes had fallen. That could mean
anything. But to the suspicious mind, it could mean only one thing:
someone else was in here.

Damn.

Warren raced over to Lars. The cop's
worried look mirrored his own. "Time to move. Watch my
back."

Warren slowly jogged toward the front
of the warehouse and wound his way through all the mess to where he
thought the two lookouts had been. He had to find the third man, if
there was a third man. He stopped when he realized that from his
new perspective he couldn't tell where that might be. He controlled
his breathing and listened but couldn't hear a thing.

Warren took a few steps forward. He
went ten yards to his right, five paces forward, then twenty feet
to his left, always stopping to listen.

Nothing.

Damn.

With his options down to zero, Warren
squared his shoulders, cleared his throat loud enough for anyone
within thirty feet to hear, and walked noisily forward, sliding his
right foot intermittently, trying to imitate the shuffling
man.

It couldn't have worked
sweeter.

A voice grumbled, "Finally," and the
third lookout, wearing a sky blue bandana around his forehead,
began to crawl out of his box. He looked up in time to see a slight
puff of smoke coming from Warren's left-hand gun. He died one
millionth of a second later when a bullet entered his forehead. His
body flopped onto the concrete before the pieces of skull and
brains settled into the dust behind him.

Figuring the other two kidnappers were
in the room with the hostages, since they weren=t in the main body
of the warehouse, Warren sprinted over to the closed office doors,
put his ear to nearest one and listened.

Nothing but a distant
mumbling.

He walked around the corner and put his
ear to the other door. He heard a loud, angry voice, although he
couldn't make out the words. He holstered his left gun and tried
the knob. It turned. He opened the door a crack, then wider. He saw
a man to his right half sitting on an old desk with his back to him
through an open doorway talking into a cellular phone, threatening
to kill another hostage if the police chief didn't arrive in one
minute.   

Warren slipped through the doorway and,
before the man could turn all the way around to see who had
entered, he was dead from a bullet in his cheek.

Four down, one to go.

There were two doors in the left hand
wall. Both closed. No windows. The far door was to the corner
office, the one with the hostages.

Warren's first urge was to march in
that far door and start shooting since his advantage of surprise
was still intact. But that was an old urge, one he was used to
defeating. He had not survived this long by being rash enough to
rush through a closed door when he didn't know who or what was on
the other side of it. Rather, he decided to slip in through the
first door on the left and sneak into the corner office through the
door in the partitioning wall.

He turned the knob on the near door. It
turned silently. He pushed the door open four inches and it
squeaked harshly, so he stopped pushing. He eased it open two more
inches and it squeaked loudly again, or at least it seemed loud in
the overwhelming silence.

His brain screamed a warning: these
murderers would enter or leave this room boldly, squeak or
not.

Warren pushed the door open enough to
get through and stepped inside. To his astonishment, seven
frightened hostages were huddled together in the far corner, fear
and astonishment embedded into every face.

Warren's eyes darted around. The last
man was not in there.

So the kidnappers had defied all logic
and kept their hostages in this room, Warren thought. No problem.
There was only one place left for the last man to be.

Warren walked over and turned the knob
on the door to the adjoining room. He snatched it open and stepped
onto the threshold using one quick motion and stopped to kill the
last kidnapper when, to his utter surprise, the fourth room was
empty.

A hot flash of prickly fear swept
through him in one terrible instant and he felt the back of his
head get hot. He threw a glance over his right shoulder and was
supremely horrified to discover that the fifth man was in the open
door that he had just passed through, sighting down the barrel of a
pistol, aiming right at his head.

Warren froze.

And he wondered what getting killed was
going to feel like.

The instant Warren noticed him, the
fifth kidnapper's head snapped forward slamming his chin into his
collarbone. His teeth clacked together biting off the tip of his
tongue. It went flying, blood spurted. His knees buckled and he
started to drop. His head bobbed upright again and his eyes glazed
over as he died. He slapped onto the floor as if every bone in his
body had turned to water.

Then Lars stepped into the doorway and
surveyed his handiwork. He screamed for joy and relief, and then
did a silly little dance. 

The police sergeant turned his head to
look at the hostages, and then at Warren. The Marshal had the
strangest look that Lars had ever seen. It wasn't his face that was
so weird. That was a slack mask. It was his eyes. The stocky Swede
saw a mixture of utter resignation, complete fear and
uncontrollable anger. There was also a healthy dose of overwhelming
confusion and total insanity added in for good measure.

Lars spoke, but when Warren didn't
respond, he was suddenly scared for his new friend. He walked over
to the Marshal, couldn't see any blood on him, put a hand on his
shoulder and said, "You okay?"

Warren was disoriented. He thought he
heard something. "Huh?"

"You okay?" the sergeant
repeated.

The world rushed at Warren. He swayed
under its impact. "F-fine," he stammered. Everything was a kind of
blur, though.

Lars blew a gusty breath at the
ceiling. "That was close, partner. Nothing short of a miracle. I
noticed someone through a slit in a stack of boxes. He was dressed
differently than youCa violet jacket, not cinnamon so I fired." He
looked over at the corpse and said, "I guess he died
instantly."

Warren focused on the policeman and
came to grips with what had just happened. "Indeed he did," he said
soberly. "And if he hadn't, I'd be a dead man right now. You saved
my life and here's my hand on it."

They shook hands. Both men had sweaty
palms.

"It was my pleasure," Lars said warmly,
his smile back.

Warren and Lars untied the prisoners'
hands and feet. The former hostages rubbed circulation into their
extremities and thanked Lars and Warren profusely. Then the two law
enforcement officers led the hostages out of the room and over to
the front door of the warehouse.

Lars opened the door and called out to
his comrades. He waited a few seconds and led the hostages out into
the street waving his arms over his head.

Warren shook everyone's hand one more
time as they filed past him and wished them all a long and happy
life. Then he went back into the room where the hostages had been
held, sat in the corner and tried to come to grips with what just
happened. How could he have let that man sneak up behind him? Where
had he been?

But those questions were nothing
compared to the fact that when the most critical moment of his
entire life had come, he froze.

He didn't try to duck, he didn't try to
jump, he didn't try to whirl and fire. He was a professional,
supposedly the best there was. And he froze.

Like the proverbial deer in the
headlights, the slack-jawed meathead staring at the bathing beauty,
or the half gallon of butter pecan in the deep freeze, he
froze.

That was the first time that had ever
happened to him and it scared him.

"There you are." Lars' smiling face
preceded the rest of him into the tiny, deserted office. "You don't
look too good. Sure you're alright?"

Warren nodded a few times. "I'll muddle
through." He got to his feet. "Thanks for saving my life." That was
the first time that had happened too. "I'll never forget
it."

"Think nothing of it. Are you coming
out? Like it or not, we're heroes."

Warren got a sour face. "I think I'll
go the way I came. Goodbye Lars. Have a nice forever."

Warren wound his way through the boxes,
climbed up the four flights of steps to the roof and down the
outside fire escape stairs. He skirted the police and the reporters
and walked back to the car that was still ensnared in traffic. He
climbed in, glanced at the clock in the dash and noticed that he'd
only been gone forty minutes. He rested his head back against the
seat, closed his eyes and ignored Stanley Reynolds' pleas to tell
him where he went and what had happened. He didn't feel like
talking about it.

Within a few minutes the traffic
cleared and they were on their way.

Stanley had to touch Warren's shoulder
to wake him after he pulled to a stop in the passenger discharge
lane at the upper level of the main terminal building at Dulles
International Airport. Warren's weary mind barely recognized where
he was and why. "Which flight and gate?" he remembered to
ask.

"USAir flight 103. Midfield Concourse
D, Gate 1."

"Thanks." Warren grabbed his bag,
opened his door and stepped out of the car. A late spring storm had
dumped two inches of snow on the mid-Atlantic states a few days
ago. The snow had melted but the cold weather had lingered. He
shrugged, put up his collar, leaned into the wind and walked
inside, wishing he was back in his nice warm bed. He ignored all
the people rushing past him and the mindless noise from every
direction. He had flown in and out of Dulles so much that he could
find his way around with his eyes closed. A needed talent right
now.

He made his way to the midfield,
flashed his badge past security, sauntered into Concourse D and
approached Gate 1.

A harried looking woman in a USAir
uniform was standing behind a desk and eyed him suspicious as he
approached. "Mr. Warren?"

He nodded.

"At last!" She gave an exasperated sigh
and jerked a thumb over her shoulder. "Right through there." An
access tunnel beckoned through an open door behind her.

Warren walked down Gate 1's tunnel and
onto the plane. A couple of flight attendants had their backs to
him. Warren overheard the woman say, "How dare they hold up our
flight for one man!" in a thick Brooklyn accent. "I wonder how much
longer we’ll have to wait for this clodhopper. It's been an hour
already. Don't these local yocals know we have a schedule to
maintain." 

"The local clodhopper would like three
of those little things you call pillows, a comfortable seat, and
all the silence you have to offer," Warren said.

Both attendants whipped around,
obviously startled, the man more-so than the woman. Both quickly
acquired the standard-issue smile.

The man said, "I'll inform the captain
he's arrived."

The woman said, "If you'll come with
me, sir, we'll get underway."

She pointed out an empty seat next to
the window in first class. Warren sat down and allowed his body to
mold itself to the seat. He heard the plane's door slam shut and
get locked into place. The woman returned a minute later with four
little pillows.

The engines whined and the plane began
to back up as Warren strategically placed the pillows all around
him, mostly for lumbar support. He hoped to get some sleep during
the flight.

He closed the window shade, put a
pillow against the shade, leaned his head against the pillow,
closed his eyes and tried to get comfortable.

The plane taxied around, waited in line
for five minutes, paused, roared down the runway and lifted its
nose. The acceleration smashed Warren into his seat. His stomach
got that oh-no-I'm-flying-again nauseated panic. He hated to fly
and was reminded why every time he took to the air. If he was lucky
he'd sleep the entire flight.

This was not to be his lucky
flight.

Fifteen minutes later, as soon as they
reached their cruising altitude, and just as he had dosed off, a
flight attendant reached over and tapped him on the shoulder. He
raised his head and peeled an eyelid back. It was the same woman
with the "Clodhopper" crack earlier.

"Would you care for some breakfast,
sir?" she asked with her cheeriest smile.

"Sleep now. Food later. Don't call me,
I'll call you," Warren whispered. He'd been dreaming about trying
to fall asleep while plummeting to Earth from the edge of the
atmosphere, and what a weird dream it was. He lowered his head and
tried to get back to it.

But he never made it, which was odd.
When he was this tired, he was usually able to sleep regardless of
the conditions: loud noises, bright sunshine on his face, even heat
or cold within reasonable limits didn't bother him much.

What then?

He didn't have a clue what this mission
was about, so worry couldn't be a factor.

The air did smell like it had been
breathed before, then exhaled through somebody's armpit, and the
oxygen content was well below normal, but that shouldn't keep him
awake.

He had no idea what the problem was, so
he sat up and stared straight ahead, hoping that pure boredom would
do the trick.

And that's the way it stayed the entire
flight.

Warren was in a foul mood when the
plane finally snuggled up to the concourse at JFK. He grabbed his
bag from the overhead and waited his turn to exit the
plane.

Inside, a young man was holding a
placard with his name on it. He was tall and lanky with big ears
and a nose so long that it bent twice along its length.

Warren walked over, stopped in front of
the man and made eye contact.

"Mr. Warren?"

Warren didn’t move.

"Herbert Hughes. Please come with me.
Everything's arranged, but we mustn't dally. May I take that?" He
held out a hand.

Warren handed over his bag. Then, with
his head bobbing about on his neck, he tried his best to keep pace
with Herbert's long strides. They walked for a while, went outside
where it was even colder than in Washington and got into a maroon
Lexus.

Herbert drove Warren into upper
Manhattan over the Queen's Boro Bridge and immediately went south
on FDR Drive. Warren barely caught a glimpse of the UN headquarters
building with all the member countries' flags starched by a gale
force wind before they pulled into an underground garage. The guard
in the booth between lanes recognized Herbert and waved him
through.

They parked, got out, walked over and
Herbert tapped in a nine digit number code into the small keypad on
the wall beside an elevator. When the doors opened, Herbert led
Warren inside and up five stories. By this time Warren was
beginning to gather his wits about him. As they walked down a wide
and opulent corridor, Warren speculated what this mission might be
and why only he could do it. A few wrong ideas surfaced.

They turned into a receptionist's
office and a woman studied them for a moment through the top half
of her bi-focals. She pushed a button under her desk and a door on
the other side of the room popped open an inch without a sound.
Warren walked over, pushed the door open, stepped through, paused
and glanced around.

The room was at least one hundred feet
in diameter and perfectly round. The ceiling was arched, brightly
illuminated, stained glass composed of small forest green and
electric yellow triangles, with some crimson sprinkled in. Warren
liked it.

"You're early! I trust you can find a
seat." The voice, dripping with enough sarcasm to drown a water
buffalo, came from a man sitting at a long table which faced
thirty-six desks, in six neat rows of six.. He was about seventy,
plump, and even from across the room, the light was such that
Warren could tell that he had lavender eyes. Sharp, piercing
lavender eyes. Warren had never seen eyes that color before. It was
almost spooky.

Warren didn't like the haughty tone of
the man. He felt like telling him so and then leaving, but that
might embarrass O'Malley. So he walked over, without making a sound
on the hardwood floor, and looked out the bank of windows lining
one wall. He had a nice view of all the shipping on the East River,
and from his vantage point he could see the southern tip of
Roosevelt Island.

He moseyed over and sat at an empty
desk in the back row. On its surface was a folder stamped TOP
SECRET in large red letters. It was bound with a red, white and
blue ribbon. He picked it up and was about to remove the ribbon to
learn what the case was about when he glanced up and saw Lavender
Eyes staring at him.

Warren decided to wait. He'd find out
soon enough anyway.

At that moment four doors opened almost
simultaneously around the room and dozens of people streamed in.
Six sat at the long table with Lavender Eyes. Thirty-five sat at
the desks.

When everyone was seated, Lavender Eyes
stood, cleared his throat and began speaking in an upper crust
English accent. "Thank you all for coming on such short notice. We
must form an international response to this international crisis.
If you will open the folders before you, they contain all the
information we’ve managed to gather."

Warren pulled the ribbon off, opened
his folder, flipped through the packet of information and glanced
at the only photograph.

"Listen sharply," Lavender Eyes
continued. "As you already know, much of the world has been
inundated with what has been nicknamed 'crunch.'"

So, we’re finally going to do something
about crunch in an organized way, Warren thought. He ignored
Lavender Eyes as he scanned the information in the
folder.

Warren understood all too well that
crunch was to heroin what crack was to cocaine: a highly addictive,
smokable form of the drug, and he knew firsthand how devastating
crunch could be. It was ten times more addictive than crack and
even more deadly than regular heroin. The distributors made sure
that it was much less expensive than crack so everyone could afford
it.

Fifteen months ago, no one had ever
heard of crunch. The world was peacefully going about its business,
unaware that something dreadful was about to happen. The next day,
seemingly overnight, crunch by the tens of thousands of tons
exploded onto the world's consciousness like a bombshell in many
countries around the globe at almost the same hour. It sprang up in
every city, town and village, and within a blink of an eye, it was
addicting millions and killing tens of thousands every week. Murder
rates skyrocketed all over the U.S. as gangs protected their
territories to control the incredibly lucrative trade.

Warren followed the crunch story
closely when it first broke. At the time, it was so weird that it
bordered on the surreal.

Now, crunch was as much an integral
part of everyday life as breathing exhaust fumes. He often wondered
how it could have come from nowhere and then suddenly be everywhere
like that.

There was another very odd thing about
crunch. Although the authorities had confiscated plenty of crunch
from inept distributors, gangs and junkies once it had gotten into
the U.S., not one ounce, not one granule had been seized coming
into the country. For that to have happened, an extremely
well-managed organization had grown, processed and then perfected
the ultimate smuggling operation to get all that crunch into
carefully selected Western, middle eastern and Asian countries with
a distribution network already in place. And no one had a clue how
they were doing it.

Warren was intrigued by the list of
countries that had been inundated with crunch and with the ones
that were mysteriously immune. His folder had a complete
breakdown.

The U.S. and Canada were getting large
amounts smuggled in, while Mexico was bone dry.

Why would they target Argentina and
tiny Honduras, of all places, and leave the rest Central and South
America alone.

With the exception of Switzerland,
Portugal, Austria and tiny Luxembourg, all of western Europe was in
the grip of the crunch epidemic, and that included Britain, France,
Germany, Belgium, Denmark, the Netherlands and
Spain.  

Why did Norway have a problem when its
neighbors Sweden and Finland did not.

Italy, Greece and Turkey had gotten
slammed, while Bulgaria and the rest of the Balkans hadn't seen a
speck. Sure, some crunch had been transported across borders
everywhere, but the crunch distributors were definitely targeting
some countries while leaving others alone.

It made no sense.

Of all of the former eastern European
countries, Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia were the only
countries hammered, and Russia had been hit especially
hard.

The middle east was perplexing: Saudi
Arabia, Oman, Qatar, Syria, Bahrain, Kuwait and the United Arab
Emirates, yes: while Jordan, Iraq, Iran and Yemen had been passed
over.

In south Asia, Pakistan and Bangladesh
were the only countries infected with crunch. But not India, with
its millions of potential customers, Myanmar or
Thailand.

In Africa, Egypt, Morocco, Senegal and
Niger were the only countries affected. Nothing south of the
equator, though.

The far east had its
problems. Crunch was pouring into Japan and the Philippines, but
nothing into Korea, Vietnam, Cambodia or Laos. And not a speck went
into China, despite its long history of addiction to hard
drugs.

Australia and New Zealand were hit
pretty hard, but the rest of the Pacific rim like Borneo and
Indonesia were okay.

It was all so bizarre.

In many of the countries, like the
U.S., Britain, Germany, Russia and many others, crunch had become
the number one health hazard.

Yet, in other countries, like Saudi
Arabia, Honduras, Kuwait and New Zealand to name a few, the people
didn't smoke crunch hardly at all. The governments there had to
round the stuff up and burn it in huge furnaces. Yet the deadly,
snow white granules were still smuggled into those countries in
great quantities. 

Why?

Warren studied the paperwork where
several intelligence agencies had combined to make "probable
estimates" concerning crunch. Several statistics caught Warren's
complete attention.

They calculated that someone had
originally invested between fifty and fifty-five billion English
Pounds, or its equivalent, to grow and process the estimated eighty
million kilos of the original batch of heroin, set up the
distribution networks and smuggle the drug into the various
countries. It was also estimated that the initial batch had a
street value of over two trillion pounds.

The numbers staggered Warren's
mind.

Fifty-five billion English
pounds.

Eighty million kilos.

Two trillion pounds.

What a scheme!

Then they were able to organize and
institute the perfect operation to distribute all that crunch
throughout the world. An operation that was still completely
undetected by every law enforcement agency in the affected
countries.

Unbelievable.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Even members of Warren's family had
been destroyed by crunch. His adopted Dad's sister, April, and her
husband, Steve Buckner, had three children. The eldest son, Bob,
was 21, Tina had just turned 18, and dear little Carol was 15 when
the tragedies struck.

Steve and April had no idea that
something was wrong until their son’s college roommate, a lifelong
friend from the neighborhood, called their home wondering what had
happened to Bob. He hadn't been to the apartment or attended any
class for weeks.

Alarmed, Steve drove up to Atlanta and
started making inquiries. No one could shed any light on his son's
disappearance.

Steve talked with the Assistant Dean
for Upper Division Studies. From all indications, it appeared that
Bob had simply dropped out without telling anyone and would receive
F's in all of his classes for that semester.

Next, Steve went to the police and
learned that Bob had been arrested for selling crunch two months
ago, but was released three days later after the evidence was
somehow lost. It was unclear if the crunch he sold to the
undercover officer ever made it into the evidence cage. Steve
checked the dates. The day Bob was released from jail was the last
day anyone had seen him.

After three days of tracking down every
lead to no avail, Steve came to the conclusion that Bob had
disappeared on purpose, and that he would not be found unless he
chose to be found. Steve went home profoundly sad and scared. When
April heard the news, she cried for two days.

Three weeks later, Tina disappeared.
Totally.

One morning she awoke, showered,
dressed, ate breakfast and walked to school like usual, but she
never made it there.

When the principal's office called to
inquire why Tina hadn't arrived yet, April panicked. She got in her
car and drove to the school, burning rubber all the way. She
cajoled the principle until a room by room search was made. After
they decided that her daughter was not on campus, April knocked on
every door along the half mile route from her home to the school
and asked if anyone had seen her little girl.

No one had.

April raced to police headquarters and
reported that her daughter was missing. When she was told by the
duty sergeant that people had to be missing for twenty-four hours
before a missing persons report could be filed, she flew into wild
rage. The sergeant took about seven

minutes of April's temper before
calling his lieutenant. The lieutenant withstood about five minutes
of April's rants before calling the captain. The captain buckled
after two minutes of April's threats and taunts and issued an ABP.
It was the first and only time in the history of the Jacksonville
Police Department that the twenty-four hour policy on missing
persons was disregarded.

Over the next few days, when no word
surfaced about her, the Buckners printed up hand bills with a
picture of Tina looking her cutest in a green and white
polka-dotted jumper promising a $10,000 reward for information
leading to her return. They posted them in every shop window with a
sympathetic manager and telephone pole. They contacted all the
nationwide missing children agencies and added Tina's picture and
description to their inventory. Most of the TV and radio stations
in town complied with the Buckner's request and showed Tina's
picture or gave her description over the air, one time. Steve and
April appeared on every talk show in the city to plead for
information on their daughter.

Steve broke down crying on one of the
shows and in his grief announced that he'd give everything he owned
for the return of his darling girl.

Not one person responded with a
substantial clue to her whereabouts. The media blitz did, however,
keep the Jacksonville police checking out one false lead after
another for months.

The ordeal shattered April's
nerves.

Twelve weeks later, the Buckners got a
phone call from the Atlanta Police Department. They had found Bob.
He was dead.

Steve drove up to Atlanta to identify
the body.

Walking into that morgue was the
scariest thing he had ever done, up to that time. When the
technician pulled the sheet away from the body and Steve got a good
look at what was left of his only son, his knees buckled and his
head slammed into the edge of the table on his way down. Blood flew
everywhere. He was hospitalized overnight with twenty-two stitches
in his scalp.

The next afternoon he was escorted into
the Atlanta Police Department’s Metropolitan Bureau of
Investigation, or MBI, and Lieutenant Pat Floss told Steve the
grisly truth surrounding his son’s death. About the time Bob
Buckner vanished, a vicious drug dealer who called himself Sluggo,
just Sluggo, acquired himself a lieutenant named Ted Mainstream.
Together they rapidly expanded their crunch distribution network
until they rivaled the big boys. So, of course, the big boys wanted
them dead and a gang war erupted. Over a two week period, dead
bodies hit the pavement with the regularity of Swiss
clockwork.

When the dust cleared, Sluggo not only
survived but was more powerful than ever. He now had the money and
the muscle to carve out his own crunch territory and he continued
to grow and expand. More turf wars erupted. More bodies thudded
into the street. Drive-by shootings became an everyday occurrence
in some hoods. Police efforts to curb the violence amounted to them
trying to hold back the tide with a whisk broom.

When a semblance of calm returned,
Sluggo and his associates were one of the three biggest crunch
dealers in the Metro Atlanta area pulling in millions every month.
They kept a hold on their territory with violence and the threat of
violence. They grew so powerful that no competitor dared try to
take them down.

But their successes made them arrogant
and sloppy. Atlanta P.D.'s MBI was slowly able to build a case
against the Sluggo gang. When the DA was satisfied that their case
was airtight, the police tried to serve their search and arrest
warrants on Sluggo's compound.

As soon as the officers got within
range, the occupants started shooting. By the time dawn broke,
thirty-two people were dead, all but one from gunfire, including
three cops. Sluggo's chief lieutenant, Ted Mainstream, was one of
the last to be killed. He had single-handedly kept the police at
bay from the top room in the south turret for three hours. He was
killed with an uzi still clutched in his hands. There were
twenty-seven empty magazines around him, with another thirty-eight
fresh magazines ready to go. He had enough food stashed in the room
to last him a week.

They discovered Ted Mainstream's real
identity when they fingerprinted the body and his arrest for
trafficking in crunch as Bob Buckner came up on the
computers.

Steve listened to all this in stunned
silence, the throbbing pain in his scalp long forgotten. He had a
much larger ache in the pit of his stomach to contend with
now.

Something strange that Lieutenant Floss
said had stuck in Steve's mind. He asked about it. "You said that
all but one person died from gunshot wounds."

"We found a young girl in the basement
of Sluggo’s house who had died from a crunch overdose a few days
before the firefight. She is, as of yet, unidentified."

Steve grabbed the armrests of his chair
until his knuckles turned white. "Young girl?"

"Yes. She must have been very pretty
once."

Steve shot to his feet. "Can I see
her?"

"You might know her?"

"My middle daughter has been missing
for some time now."

Walking into that morgue for the second
time in two days was even scarier than the first time for Steve
Buckner. Yesterday he had known what he was going to find and what
shape the body was going to be in. Today, he was full of
uncertainties. Yet, something drove him on, forcing him to put one
foot in front of the other.

Perhaps it was his sense of utter
desperation.

After everything that had happened to
his family, he was ready to go anywhere and do anything to find
Tina because he had to know what happened to her, even if that
meant living with the most horrible truth.

He knew that the chances were a million
to one that this could be his daughter. Yet, if Bob had made his
way to Atlanta and to that house, perhaps he had come to
Jacksonville, picked up Tina that terrible morning she disappeared
and brought her back with him.

When the technician pulled the sheet
back and exposed the face and neck of the girl on the stainless
steel slab, Steve could barely recognize the thing as human, much
less as his little girl. Obviously, this child would have died from
starvation if the crunch hadn't killed her first.

Her head was a skull with a sheet of
dark gray skin, that looked more like a thin layer of translucent
wax, stretched tightly over it. The eyes were deep sockets; the
cheekbones protruded sharply, the mouth hung open exposing dark
yellow teeth. A tangled mass of silver hair looked like a spider's
nest.

Silver hair on someone so young? Steve
asked himself. How could that be?

At first he had no reaction to such a
ghastly sight. Then he asked the technician to pull the sheet a
little lower. When he saw the dark red birthmark shaped like
Florida on the front of her left shoulder, Steve knew he was at the
end of his search.

He felt queasy and braced himself with
his hands on the table to keep from repeating yesterday's little
episode. It took three seconds for sweat to slick his entire body
and run down his face. Without warning his stomach ejected his
lunch in one great heave; it landed on the floor with a splat. He
staggered backward and was directed into a chair by another
technician who was aware of what happened yesterday.

Steve pulled a handkerchief from his
pocket, mopped his brow with badly shaking hands and managed a
hollow croak. "That's her."

"Are you sure?" the coroner
asked.

Steve nodded twelve times
quickly.

"Thank you, Mr. Buckner," the coroner
said. "I know how difficult this must have been for
you."

Steve was sure that no one had the
slightest clue how difficult this was for him, least of all this
guy, but he didn't have the strength to tell him so. He allowed
himself to be guided into the office where he had the odious duty
of arranging for the bodies to be transported to Jacksonville for
burial.

Upon hearing the news that Steve
brought back from Atlanta, April cried for six straight
days.

One week to the day after Bob and Tina
were buried, Carol came home from a party barely able to walk. One
look into her eyes and her mother knew that she was stoned on
something much stronger than alcohol or marijuana.

April did not freak out.

She calmly grabbed her daughter's hand
and drove her right to the emergency room. After waiting four and
half hours, April had a sample of Carol's blood drawn and an
analysis made. The report came back the next afternoon. Carol had
smoked a substantial amount of crunch.

April freaked out.

She demanded to know where Carol had
been and who had brought the crunch. That conversation quickly
developed into a shouting match.

Carol got grounded, but good. She was
allowed to go to school and then come right home. She would not
leave the house for any other purpose until she told who had
supplied the drugs.

Two days later, Carol came home from
school as stoned as a river bed, the sweet, pungent stench of
crunch smoke reeking from her. April put her to bed, called the
school and demanded that the principal locate the source of the
drugs. Since some complaints had been phoned in by other parents
that their kids were getting stoned on campus, all the bathrooms
and lockers were searched. No crunch was found on school
grounds.

April started driving Carol to school
and picking her up each afternoon. After three days of that, Carol
left school between the third and fourth periods and
disappeared.

There was no word of her until late
that evening when a policeman happened upon her passed out in an
alley downtown. She had ID on her so the officer brought her
home.

But the policeman could not have known
that she had diabetes and that her blood sugars were below ten
milligrams per deciliter, which, if not remedied immediately, could
be fatal. April and Steve rushed her to the hospital where they
immediately started a glucose IV drip that restored her blood
sugars to a healthy range. She was able to be discharged later that
morning.

For a week, Carol seemed remorseful and
determined not to let something like that happen again. But as soon
as she was left alone at school again, she disappeared and was
found later that afternoon passed out in a neighbor's backyard.
This time her blood sugars were within a normal range. She had
simply smoked too much crunch.

Her parents tried to reason with her
and understand her obsession. But by this time she had become
uncommunicative, morose, sullen. Nothing they did or said reached
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