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June 2021 - Dunn Loring, Virginia

The local radio station had been left to play in the background after the breakfast news.

“They’re playing your song Mom,” Ben called from the kitchen.

Saffron Price, shook her head, smiled, and called back from the huge study she shared with her husband when he was at home, “I keep telling you, it’s not my song.” 

“Grandad Walden used to say it was.”

“You couldn’t take anything Grandad said seriously, he just thought it would be a great joke to name me after a town in the UK that neither he nor anybody he knew had ever been to.”

“Why did he do that again Mom?” Ben asked, joining his mom in one hand clutching a bottle of flavored water and a bag of fruit chips in the other.

“He was a big fan of music from the sixties, and Mellow Yellow was one of his favorite songs. If you’d listened, there’s a line in it that goes something about being mad about Saffron He told me that he thought it was a great name and he thought if he ever had a daughter he’d call her Saffron, but it was when he heard about the English town called Saffron Walden that clinched it. When I came along, Saffron it was. If he’d told my mom at the time, she’d never have agreed.”

“Did she ever find out?”

“She didn’t until I was about six when in an unguarded moment at a Christmas Party he mentioned that two members of his favorite sixties band, Pink Floyd came from near there. Mom went absolutely apeshit.”

“Mom, you always tell me off for swearing.”

“Yeah, sorry.”

“What would he have called you if you were a boy then?”

“Without a doubt I’d have been called Dylan, after Bob Dylan. Nuts about fifties and sixties music he was. I don’t know why, but by the time he was old enough to appreciate popular music, most of that stuff would have been old hat. He used to drag my mom out to jive dance classes; I think she only went along to keep him quiet.”

“What about you and Dad, did you used to go dancing?”

“Your dad isn’t one for dancing, but in my early teens I used to go with my mom and dad sometimes.”

“When will Dad be coming home, it’s been nearly four months now?”

“I know sweetheart, I spoke to Felix last week, he said that they’re hoping to tie it all up by next month.”

“Is he okay? He hasn’t phoned for nearly three weeks, he normally calls at least once a week.”

“I’m sure he’s fine, they’re six hours ahead of us in Germany. Sometimes it’s difficult for him to interrupt meetings to make personal calls.”

“Did you ever have to go away for this long, when you were a company field rep Mom?”

“Rarely, Benji. Most of my overseas work was for just a few weeks, a month at most.”

“I wish you wouldn’t call me Benji; it’s a baby name. I’m eight now, I’m too big for that.”

“Sorry sweetheart, it’s hard for moMs. to get used to their kids getting bigger. I’ll try to remember to just call you Ben from now on,” Saffron told him. “Did you have a good time with Josh this morning?”

“Yeah it was good. We shot hoops for an hour, then his dad took us to Murphy Field and we played soccer. Then we went to Burger 7 for lunch but his dad got a phone call and had to shoot off before we finished eating because of some kind of emergency at work.”

“So that’s why Josh’s mom dropped you off early. I don’t suppose his dad said what the emergency was did he?”

“No, but he looked really worried.” 

Josh’s dad worked out of the same building as she and Brett, her husband.

“What’re you working on at the moment?” He said glancing over her shoulder.

Closing the laptop she turned to him, “Nothing very interesting darling. Analysing gas and oil security arrangements in Dusseldorf. I guess you’re hungry if you didn’t get to finish your lunch. What shall we have for dinner?”

“How about pizza?”

“We had that two nights ago, and you had burger for lunch. How about my vegetarian Mexican Lasagna?”

“That was nice when you did that last time. You’ve got a bruise on your cheek.”

“I know, tough session at the dojo last night.”

“Is it okay if I play Call of Duty while you make dinner?”

“I guess, but that’s it for gaming today, I don’t want you turning into one of those nerds that can’t think of anything else.”

“Okay Mom.”

Later, in spite of herself, she relented and granted another hour of Xbox time before his bedtime at nine o’clock. She looked in on him half an hour later and smiled at him sleeping peacefully, took his eReader from his hand, put it on the nightstand, and turned off his bedside lamp.

Pouring a modest amount of red wine into a large balloon wine glass she went to the lounge to catch up on the news before going up to bed herself. Despite what she’d said to her son, she was concerned about Brett. He wasn’t in Germany; he was in the Ukraine, and he’d missed two of his planned home calls. Missing one wasn’t that unusual, but two in a row had only happened once before.

She took a long draught from the wine glass and determined that if she hadn’t heard in the next twenty-four hours, she’d call Felix Carter, her company family liaison contact, and start making a noise.

Her eyelids were beginning to droop when her cell phone vibrated beside her. Lifting the device, a glance at the screen told her to answer straightaway. “Felix?! What’s wrong?”

“I’m outside, can I come in? I don’t want to wake Ben.”

Hurrying to operate the electric gates Saffie waited at the open door for her work colleague to drive through.

“What’s wrong Felix, what's happened?”

“Let me come in, and I’ll try to put you in the picture.”

“Is Brett alright?” She was beginning to panic now.

“We’re not sure what's happening. He’s missed several check ins and we can’t locate him at the moment.”

“You can’t locate him!? What the fuck Felix, you’ve allowed one of our most experienced field agents to go missing. What have you done about it? It’s nearly three weeks since I spoke to him. Have you done anything? Who’s running this op? Is it still Radwell?”

“Karl’s been tearing his hair out, but because the op is so crucial, he didn’t want to blow Brett’s cover. The DDO authorised a discreet contact when nothing was heard by midday local time, but he’s not responded.”

“Dear God, what are they doing about it?”

“We escalated the agent alert to Level Two and gave that twelve hours before we did more. The DDO has ordered in two more agents, one from Poland and one from Belarus. They’ll be in theatre by the morning.”

“Jesus, Felix; doesn’t anyone have any idea where he is?”

“It may be that he’s just decided to go dark for a while. We can’t risk doing more to blow his cover if that’s the case; he was on the brink of something really crucial.”

“What are you doing here then? Shouldn’t you be at your desk throwing resources at this?”

“The whole team is doing everything they can, Brett is too important to us for this not to be given top priority. Rest assured the DDO is on top of this. He wanted to delay telling you until tomorrow but I insisted you should know and it should be me that tells you.”

“Okay, thanks, I think. When did you last hear?”

“I can’t stay long; I’ve got to get back.”

“Don’t fuck me about Felix, when?”

“He missed a scheduled contact sixteen days ago.”

“How many routine contacts has he missed?”

“Three now.”

“Three! What's Radwell been doing? Did anyone else know about this?”

“He kept it under his hat for five days. Says that’s the way Brett would want it.”

“That’s crap and you know it. So when I spoke to you last week you had no idea where he was and you just fed me a load of garbage. That timeline you just gave me sounds like another pile of horseshit.”

“I’m sorry Saff but Mark said that the DDO had put a blanket ban on any mention of it by anybody to anyone else.”

“Well fuck you very much, and the DDO.”

“We’re doing everything we can.”

“No you’re not, you’ve sat on your asses for more than a fortnight while one of your top agents is missing and kept it a secret from his family. Fuck off, Felix. Just go and do your job. And remember this, if I discover that you’ve just reeled off another load of lies to cover your asses and something’s happened to Brett, I’ll rip your balls off and ram them down your throat.”

Pouring the rest of the bottle into her glass, she couldn’t decide whether she was more scared or angry. Brett would never miss more than one scheduled contact unless something was seriously wrong, and his handler Karl Radwell should have been alarmed after the first one and all over it after the second.

Thirty-eight-year-old Brett Price was a CIA field agent, he’d worked in the European sections of the agency for fifteen years. Regarded by colleagues at all levels as a professional at the top of his game, Brett was a holder of the Distinguished Intelligence Medal, and he’d both led and taken part in numerous successful operations.

Saffron’s outward appearance would fool most people who didn’t know her well. She was thirty-five, an attractive, cheerful, and even-tempered work at home mom, with a modern outlook on life. She would never have been regarded as a domestic goddess by anyone. She hired a cleaner to do the worst of the housework, avoided cooking where possible, and had a gardener to do the yardwork, allowing her to devote more time to her son and her work. Without being reclusive, Saffron wasn’t exactly gregarious either but with her friendly disposition most people found her a pleasant acquaintance. 

With a strong aversion to injustice, what most people didn’t see was that if she or her family were threatened, she could become extremely dangerous. Having once been a CIA field agent herself, she understood how the agency worked and knew exactly what the protocols were for dealing with these situations. She’d worked alongside Brett on a number of missions in the first year of her career but after their relationship became something more than colleagues and been exposed to their bosses, she’d been forced to move. With her degree in Slavic languages she was snapped up by the Russia and Eastern European Section where she worked predominantly in Poland, Lithuania, Belarus, and Ukraine, only seeing Brett when they were able to arrange leave to coincide with each other.

In her four years on the frontline in clandestine operations, she gained a reputation among her colleagues for being physically tough, level-headed, intuitive, instinctively clever, and ingenuously resourceful. Her razor sharp analytical skills constantly contributed to her success.

Then when Saffie unexpectedly fell pregnant with Ben, she stepped down from field missions altogether but remained with the agency. They married and since the birth, she worked flexible hours and predominantly from home as an analyst for the Russian Section.

When she finally retired to bed that evening it was nearly midnight, and although she hadn’t finished all the wine, she’d drunk far more than she normally would have, and anticipated waking with a headache.
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Saffie, as she preferred to be called, had always been a shallow sleeper, and with all that was on her mind even the wine hadn’t affected that. At three o’clock something woke her. Instantly alert, she opened her eyes and listened. At first nothing, then a shuffling noise and a stifled groan from Ben’s room. She crept out of bed and silently opened the drawer of her nightstand, took out her handgun, pressed the safety catch off and cocked it as silently as possible.

Tiptoeing barefoot across the floor she peered around her half-open door. The dim glow of the landing nightlight was enough for her to see an armed man in black clothing and wearing a ski-mask staring furtively into her son’s room. She pressed the panic button on the wall by the light switch to alert the police.

“Hold it right there asshole,” she shouted. “Drop the gun.”

The man spun in her direction just as a second masked man appeared in the doorway with one hand over her terrified son’s mouth and holding a gun in his other.

“No bitch, drop your gun or...” The first man started to demand.

A 9mm soft-nosed bullet passed through his head before he got to finish the sentence.

Using Ben as a shield, the second man dragged him over the body and backed toward the head of the stairs. “You stupid whore if you’d done what you were told nobody needed to get hurt. Now drop the gun or I’ll kill the kid here and now.” 

As he spoke they both heard the sound of approaching police sirens.

“We’ve got company now asshole,” she told him, dropping her gun. “Your move.” 

He continued shuffling back toward the stairs, still holding her son. “What the fuck Fly, is that the cops? I thought that wasn’t supposed to happen.” 

A third man wearing a rubber Donald Trump mask appeared from behind him on the stairs, and stepped in front of the man holding Ben to keep her covered. “Just get the kid out of here you useless cunt. And you bitch, if you want your kid back alive, you’d better stay the fuck where you are.”

He slowly backed down the stairs after the man holding Ben, and she followed him to the head of the staircase.

“If you come any closer you’re dead meat,” Trump threatened.

Saffie watched the man holding Ben, roughly manhandle him out the front door.

“Mom...” She heard her son plead, and he was gone.

Trump kept his gun trained on her and stayed at the open door until she heard a car door slam followed by a shout, “Get in Fly, quick!”

As Trump turned and ran out the door, she picked up her gun, ran down to the door, and fired at him as he threw himself into the passenger door of a black GMC Yukon. He screamed and dropped the gun as her shot hit him in the hip. The car door slammed as the car accelerated toward the gate, its wheels spinning on the gravel. Bare feet on the gravel prevented her moving fast, but she fired two more shots, attempting to hit the tires, but wary of hitting the fuel tank she was forced to hold her fire, and watch the big vehicle race through the open gate.

Overwhelmed by despair she sank to her knees on the grass at the side of the drive and wept. She was still there when moments later, first one police patrol cars swept into the gate shortly followed by another.

“They’ve taken my son. You need to get after them now!” she yelled at the first cop.

“Throw the weapon away, move back from it,” The first officer ordered. 

She did as she was told, knowing that resistance would have deadly consequences. “Now lie face down on the floor, put your hands on your head, lace your fingers, and cross your ankles.” 

She obeyed and said nothing until he’d retrieved her gun, “Are you going to get after those bastards or not? Black Yukon, Ohio plate HTM 9198, turned into Gallows Road, heading North towards I-495. Looked like three men in the car, one’s got a gunshot wound in his right hip. Are you gonna do something or just stand around with your thumbs up your asses.”

One cop handcuffed her and allowed her to stand, “Just calm down Ma’am and tell me what happened.”

“I heard a noise, grabbed my gun, and went to investigate. There was a guy on the landing with a gun, I told him to drop it, but a second armed guy came out of my son’s bedroom holding him around the mouth, so I shot the first guy.”

“You shot him?!” 

“Yeah I figured one less guy to deal with wouldn’t hurt.”

“Is he still in there?”

“Yes.”

“Miguel, you and George get in there and see if we need an ambulance.”

“I shouldn’t bother. Few people walk away from a 9mm round through the head. A third guy came up the stairs, told me to drop the gun or they’d kill Ben. I did, and he kept me covered until the second guy had taken Ben outside. Someone called him from the car, he ran, I grabbed my gun again and got to the door before they’d driven away. I shot him in the hip as he got in the car and he dropped his gun, that’s it over there. When they pulled away, I fired two shots at their tires, I don’t know if I hit them, but I doubt it.”

“Took a bit of a chance, firing at a car with your son inside didn’t you?”

“I know how to use a gun; better than you I suspect. My son could be heading anywhere in the USA by now; are you going to do anything or not?”

“My colleague has asked for a BOLO for the car you mentioned.”

Another patrol car pulled up outside the gate and a uniformed sergeant got out, “What the fuck’s going on, Mitchell?”

“This lady alleges her son has been kidnapped at gunpoint Sarge.”

“Have you identified the lady?”

“Just about to Sarge.”

“What’s your name, Ma’am?” the sergeant asked.

“Saffron Price, and this is my house.”

“How can we quickly identify you?”

“You could grab my purse from the table in the hallway, my ID is in there. Also if you could grab me some clothes, I’m getting a bit pissed off standing here in a t-shirt and panties so your pals can check out my ass.”

He sent one of the patrolmen to fetch her purse.

“You seem very calm, considering you say your son has been kidnapped Ma’am.”

“I’m not calm, I’m fucking furious, but there’s nothing I can do about it until you Keystone Cops start taking me seriously. And I’m not just saying it, I’m telling you. Meanwhile my son is probably halfway to San Francisco by now.”

The patrolman returned. “She’s who she says Sarge; and she’s a spook.”

“Oh shit.”

“Oh shit, is fucking right sergeant. Yes I’m a spook, so get these frigging cuffs off me now, so I can get the feds onto this, someone who knows what the fuck they’re doing.”

The senior cop nodded to the other one who immediately released her from the restraints, “This isn’t a federal case yet until it’s established that they’ve crossed a state line,” he told her.

“Give me strength Sergeant, were you born this dumb or did you have to work at it. I’m with the agency, do you seriously think for one second that when an agent’s child is kidnapped at gunpoint they’ll give two fucks whether he’s crossed state lines or not. Let me get to my phone.”

“Where is it?”

“By my bed.”

“I can’t allow you upstairs just yet Ma’am, it’s a crime scene.”

“Then get one of your guys to fetch it for me; and get me some fucking pants.” She was yelling by this time.

The phone arrived with the pants she’d been wearing the day before. She speed-dialed Felix and he picked up on the second ring.

“We’ve heard nothing more Saff, I’ll tell you...”

“Shut up for two seconds. Ben’s been kidnapped.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3


[image: image]


Within forty minutes Felix and Radwell had arrived and ushered all but two Fairfax PD detectives, and the CSI out of the house.

The open plan layout of the house didn’t lend itself to privacy but having beaten the cops into submission they agreed to restrict their interests to the first floor for the time being, she led the two CIA agents into the big study.

“Are you going to tell me what the fuck is going on Radwell?” she demanded, “Or am I going to have to march down the drive and talk to one of those TV reporters that just turned up? I’m sure they’ll be fascinated to learn that the CIA have mislaid a senior agent close to the Russian border. Then decided to keep it secret from his wife until his son’s been abducted, thereby exposing him to blackmail.”

“Hey first of all knowingly divulging the identity of anyone working undercover for the Central Intelligence Agency would be a felony,” Radwell belligerently responded. “Secondly we don’t know if there’s any connection between Brett’s apparent disappearance and your son’s abduction, there could be any number of reasons for that.”

“Name one. This wasn’t a burglary gone wrong; there were four of them, all armed. This wasn’t a paedophile kidnapping, and it wasn’t a home invasion. These guys came prepared, and they came for Ben, not for me. There’s no logical motive other than some sort of hostage/blackmail scenari.o. What they wouldn’t have bargained for was one of them being killed, and another with a serious wound.”

“Yeah okay, but who’re they planning to blackmail, you or Brett?”

“How the Hell did you get to be an SOO, Radwell? Brett of course, if they wanted what I know, they’d have taken me as well. Whoever’s holding Brett clearly wants something from him and he’s refusing to provide it and they need Ben for leverage.”

“So why not take you too?”

“They may well have wanted to, but after I’d shot one of them and they could hear the cops coming they probably changed their minds.”

“What do you mean they could hear the cops were coming?”

“They heard the sirens.”

“How would the cops have even known that there was a problem; you didn’t say you’d called them?” Felix asked.

“Because I hit the silent panic button in my bedroom; it goes straight through to the cops.”

“Let me have a word with the cops. This still doesn’t explain how they got here that quickly.” Felix went up the stairs two at a time.

“Saffron, while Carter is upstairs. How much has Brett told you about this op?”

“Not a lot. It would be a severe breach of protocol to pass on detail to me; we’re both aware of that,” she lied. Brett always told her where he was working even if he didn’t say exactly what he was working on. “All I know is that he’s somewhere in Europe. What more are you prepared to tell me now?”

“Not a lot, he was supposed to be Kyiv, but he hasn’t been seen there for more than two weeks.”

“What was he doing?”

“Trying to gather intelligence on the buildup of Russian forces on the border.”

“That makes no sense, Kyiv is miles from the border, and Brett’s not an expert in military intelligence. Why send him to gather that sort of intel; it’s outside his area of expertise.”

“I can’t say anymore, I’m sure you understand.”

“No I don’t understand. Brett hasn’t been involved in Russian ops for more than ten years, so he wouldn’t be up to speed with everything that’s happening in that area lately, nor have a working relationship with all the players. What's more he doesn’t speak Ukrainian and his Russian language was never brilliant; he’d have been rusty. Eastern Europe and the Black Sea was more my area. I don’t understand why he was even on the op in the first place.”

Before Radwell could reply, Felix came back into the room, “The Detective Sergeant says they didn’t get an alert from your panic button at all; the only reason the patrol cars got here so quickly, was because they were the second car on a nearby domestic disturbance and they were diverted here after your neighbor called in to report suspicious activity on your property. When a shot was heard whilst she was on the call they doubled the attendance.”

“So why didn’t they get the panic alert?”

“He says the line must have been tampered with. That could only have been done by someone with advanced knowledge and skills in security alarm systems. He’ll look into it.”

“They’d have needed detailed knowledge of our security system to do that. This must have been planned over several days, more evidence that this was a targeted incident,” Saffie told them. “I need to review our security arrangements ASAP. In the meantime what the Hell is happening about Ben?”

“The FBI will be here any minute I expect,” Radwell explained. “With the security implications, they’ll take over the investigations into the kidnap from the cops. I’ll leave you alone when they get here. Please be assured that we’re doing everything we can, from our side of things, and if there’s anything we can do for you, Felix will be on hand.”

“Hearing you say that you’re doing everything you can doesn’t assure me of anything after your last few weeks’ performance I’m afraid. What does that even mean?”

“I can’t go into detail I’m afraid.”

“I thought not.”

She heard a car pull onto the drive, and a few minutes later a man and woman appeared at the wide opening to the study area. They introduced themselves as Special Agent Sofia Ramirez and her partner James Burns.

Radwell offered his hand to Burns and introduced the three of them.

“Yeah thanks, if you leave us your cards, we’ve got it from here. If we need anything from you spooks we’ll be in touch,” Ramirez told him. “James, if you can find the lead cop and have him put you in the picture. Ms. Price and I will have a preliminary chat.”

Radwell looked furious at the rebuff but handed over the card as she’d asked and said goodbye.

“I’ll stick around if you want Saffie.” Felix offered.

“Don’t bother, I doubt there’s anything you can do here. I’ll give you a call if I want anything. Maybe call me in the morning.”

“Okay Ms. Price, talk me through the events of the last twenty-four hours,” Ramirez said. She placed her phone on the coffee table in front of them. “If it’s okay with you I’ll record this to save making notes.”

Saffron didn’t object and proceeded to give a detailed account of all that had happened.

She spoke for nearly fifteen minutes with few interruptions, and when she’d finished Ramirez asked, “I understand that you and your husband are CIA agents, so I’d imagine you take security seriously. Tell me what precautions you take.”

“While I was once a field agent like my husband, these days I’m just an analyst. Our electronic alarm is a fully integrated security system, including intrusion alarm, internal and external video surveillance with video recording, PIR lighting in the grounds, and a panic alert to the local PD.”

“Is the system monitored by the alarm company?”

“No. For obvious reasons we don’t want our day-to-day affairs monitored by strangers. The video is saved to the cloud as well as the control box hard drive.”

“So what went wrong last night?”

“That’s what I want to know. I’ve just been informed that the panic alert didn’t work.”

“Have you checked the system?”

“Since it happened less than an hour ago, I’ve been cuffed and questioned by uniformed cops, then interrogated by CIA agents, and now by you, so checking my security system hasn’t been an option, especially as no-one has asked me to. We can look at the video now if you want, but I doubt that it will tell us much more than I’ve already told you.”

“Where’s your controller?”

“We can do it from my iPad, it’s over there on my desk.”

Ramirez collected the tablet and handed it to her just as Burns and a detective came into the room.

“This is Detective Sergeant Jan Wolski, Fairfax County PD,” Burns said. “He’s been helping us with the enquiry until now.”

Wolski didn’t look happy at being relegated to a subordinate role.

“Good morning Sergeant, what have you managed to discover so far?” Saffie asked.

“Nothing other than that it was pretty good shooting for anyone given the dim lighting and the stressful situation, Ma’am.”

“You’ll have gathered by now that this isn’t a run of the mill domestic household. I’ve had advanced weapons training with my employment, and I regularly attend the range.”

The cop began writing in his notebook.

“We were just going to review video footage from Ms. Price’s security cameras,” Ramirez told the newcomers.

Saffie interrupted, “Give me a moment or two and I’ll see if I can have it play on the big screen over there in the corner so we can all see.”

Two minutes later they were watching the gate open for Felix.

“Why was Agent Carter visiting that late at night.” Ramirez asked, “Do you have an intimate relationship?”

“No we don’t; he came to deliver some distressing news about my husband.”

“And what was that?”

“He’s missing.”

“Is there any way it could be connected with your son’s kidnapping?”

“I’d be astonished if it weren’t.”

They fast forwarded the video through to where, in the light from a streetlamp, they saw a man climb the perimeter wall, interfere with the electric gate controls, and open them to allow the SUV to reverse through. Halfway up the drive the PIR lighting kicked in and the grounds were lit up like daytime.

“The guy climbing the wall, that’s what the neighbor spotted.” The detective said. “She couldn’t sleep and decided to take the dog for a walk. She saw the guy and called it in from her cell phone.”

They allowed the video to continue, occasionally pausing or shifting between camera views and sometimes watching the same activity from more than one angle. The man who’d climbed the wall, ran alongside the reversing Yukon which stopped close to the front door and began picking the front door lock. Three men from the car got out and waited until the door was open, while the fourth man waited in the driving seat. As soon as the lock guy was finished he ran off back down the drive and disappeared out of the gate.

“Sergeant, it’s going to take some time for us to rustle up a team from Richmond. Will you get someone to speak to that neighbor again and find out if she saw how that guy got here and how he got away?” Ramirez asked, “And get a door to door started to see if anybody else saw or heard anything and if there’s any private camera footage.

“My partner should be with the neighbor right now. And for your information Agent Ramirez, this ain’t my first day on the job; all those things are already in hand.” He went out and quickly spoke to his partner on his radio.

They continued to watch the video and it was obvious that things had happened exactly as Saffron had described.

“Thanks for that Ms. Price. That leaves us with the $64,000 question why didn’t the panic alarm go off?”

Wolski came back in the room, “I think I can answer that. Your neighbor, Mrs. Hamilton, recognised the guy who climbed the wall before he pulled his balaclava down. She doesn’t know his name, but he came to her house once to service her alarm. What company do you use Ms. Price?”

“Safepoint Security.”

“Same company. I’ll get someone down there first thing.”

“Thank you sergeant. Sorry about earlier, you’re right. Is the house to house started underway yet? Some people down a street like this must have cameras who might have caught this guy.”

“As I said agent Ramirez, we’re already on it. The SUV has been found abandoned in a school car park in Oakton with a bullet hole in one of its rear tires. I’ve asked for it to be impounded and given a complete examination by our forensics team. We’re looking for any cameras that might have recorded the car swap.”

“I’m curious though Ms. Price,” Burns asked. “How come you didn’t wake up when the garden lit up like New Years in Times Square?”

“I have blackout curtains, Agent Burns. Not only that but I was tired. I’d been concentrating hard all day finishing a report I’ve been working on for weeks, I was stressed from the news about my husband, and I’d consumed the best part of a bottle of wine.”

“And yet you were still able to shoot an intruder in the center of his head and the tire of a moving vehicle from what, ten yards?”

“Have you ever heard of adrenalin, Agent? A wonderfully efficient sobering substance.”

“Still, it was quite a feat.”

“Where are you going with this; that I was somehow involved or colluded in the kidnap of my own son? If you’ve any intention of trying to find him I suggest you restrict your questions to realistically relevant subjects.”

“What are your thoughts Ms. Price?” Ramirez asked.

“That whoever took Ben, did so on behalf of those who’re holding my husband. And that a person or group wants leverage to force Brett to do something or reveal something that he’s been refusing to do until now. That being the case it appears that they’re now getting desperate. The people holding Ben have been hired-in to do it. They obviously didn’t know what the fuck they were doing. I suspect they’re common criminals, low rent gangbangers who put the op together at short notice.”

“Could they be agents of a foreign government?”

“It’s possible, but unlikely - too many mistakes.”

“Such as?”

“They hired that alarm engineer to do something without making sure he couldn’t be recognised. They made their move while there was a witness on the street. Once they’d made their entry, they should have secured Ben and me at the same time, even if they didn’t want to take me. Then, why was the first guy waiting at Ben’s door not mine? Finally, they allowed me to retrieve my own gun, which gave me the opportunity to shoot after them.”

“So you think they should be easily identifiable then?” 

“If the alarm guy is still alive, it will give you a shot. I notice that you haven’t mentioned whether you’ve identified the asshole contaminating my second-floor landing yet, Sergeant Wolski. Anything known?”

“Yeah, his prints are on file. His name was Jasper Ingram, AKA Scratchy, a low-level member of a low level gang that call themselves the Five Trey Bloods operating out of Richmond. The local PD say they’re a break-off from another gang and they barely register in the gang squad activities. It’s generally thought that they’ll soon be subsumed back into the main group or be killed by them. It’s thought that this is the first time they’ve attempted something like this.”

“Richmond PD will be picking up other members of the gang before the day is out, if they haven’t disappeared into the woodwork,” Burns promised.

Ramirez jumped in, “You can rest assured that we’re treating this as a national security matter and giving it top priority Ms. Price,”

It was nearly six a.m.  when they finally finished questioning her.

“One last thing before we go Ms. Price. We’d like to leave someone here, to make sure you’re okay and to monitor incoming calls on your landline.”

“Two things about that, Agent Ramirez. First, I think I’ve demonstrated that I am quite capable of looking after myself; and second, your organization is more than capable of monitoring my landline and cell phone remotely. If you want me to sign something to say that’s okay I’m happy with that.”

“PD will leave a cruiser outside the gate for the time being anyway.”

By the time they eventually left her alone, the CSI guys had finished too, leaving her with a blood-stained floor and a bullet hole in the wall.
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She watched Ramirez’s SUV and the PD sedan drive out through gates that would no longer close behind them. Then she went straight back to the study, opened the bottom drawer of the desk and took out one of several brand-new burner phones that they kept for making under the radar calls. Then, having looked up a number she hadn’t used for many years she dialed hoping that the number’s owner was, A. still alive, and B. still using the number.

“Hello.”

“Who’s this?”

“Essex Girl.”

“Wind velocity?”

“Nil.”

“Text me from a new number. I’ll call you back.”

With yet another new phone she sent a short text that just read, ‘New number’, and waited. Two minutes later the phone rang from a different number.

“Lemon tree, long time no see. Are you back in the game?”

“Thanks for calling back Pearmain, and no, not exactly. I’m still working for the company but now just as an analyst.”

“I’m not going to be much use to you as a source. The River House wouldn’t like it.”

“I know that, and it isn’t the reason for my call, and this conversation isn’t sanctioned by my department head.”

“Okay, tell me and I’ll see if I can help.”

Pearmain stayed silent as she brought him up to date with her current status as wife and mother. Then she dropped the hammer about Brett’s disappearance and Ben’s abduction.

“I’ve been hearing a lot of whispers over the last few days about people being picked up and given the hard arm about a missing person. Where was Rider - Brett’s code name - operating, and what was his brief; am I allowed to know?”

“I’m being told that he was in Kyiv, and they’re telling me he was supposed to be gathering intel about Russian troop movements on the border.”

“All or part of that is bollocks. Kyiv is too far away from the border to get anything useful that they couldn’t learn by other means including satellite. What's more, that’s not the area where your guys have been searching. The scuttlebutt I’ve been getting is all about the Donetsk region, in particular an area north of Mariupol. Separatist groups are particularly active in that area.”

“That’s what I thought, and I don’t understand what they would want from Rider; he’s a field agent, he gathers information and reports back; he doesn’t promulgate it and doesn’t hold secrets. Even if he did he’d be a conduit and it would be in the form of a message. Any messages he may have had would be redundant now he’s been missing for this length of time; no agency would allow themselves to be held to ransom by the lives of a single agent and his family.”

“Precisely my thoughts. If they’d killed him it would make more sense, but from what you say that doesn’t sound likely, at least not yet. There’s something else going on here.”

“Exactly, although I can’t spend too much time looking into it - my priority has to be my son at the moment.”

“Look Lemon, I can’t get directly involved, my friends on the riverbank would string me up, but I’ll put out as many feelers as I can.”

“Thanks Pearmain, I owe you one.”

“Any clues who the lucky Rider is, do I know him?”

“I don’t believe you’ve met, and you know I wouldn’t say even if you had?” she replied with a smile.

“Touché. Keep that mobile charged and close to hand.”

She ended the call with a momentary smile at the British name for a cell phone. Pearmain was an English agent working for MI6 or the British Secret Intelligence Service, as it was now formally known. He’d been working undercover gathering intelligence for them throughout Central and Eastern Europe since before she was recruited by the Agency. They’d worked closely together during her first field op in Germany, and before she met Brett, they’d even started a brief affair which was quickly quashed by their parent organizations. She prayed that he’d manage to dig something up, because she didn’t trust Radwell; his handling so far had been so incompetent it bordered on neglect.

Next she called Felix. He picked up straight away.

“Felix, I know you’re not involved in the investigation into Ben’s abduction, but I’m certain that you’re monitoring it. What have they got so far?”

“Christ, Saffie they’ve hardly had time to get up to full speed yet.”

“I didn’t ask that.”

“All I know is that the alarm engineer is missing, and they’ve picked up three gang members. None of them are talking, but that’s no surprise, they’re not the ones involved in the raid though. Richmond PD are going to start piling on the pressure by interrupting drug dealing operations in the area, in the hope it might loosen some tongues.”

“Tell me about this alarm guy.”

“His name is William Ross, goes by Billy. He’s 34 and he’s worked for Safepoint Security for seven months, he’s got a drug habit and he’s in debt.”

“What's his drug of choice?”

“Fentanyl.

“What about the dead guy, Ingram?”

“Jesus Saffie, you’re not think of going after these guys yourself I hope.”

“You don’t need to know. Just tell me.”

“He rented a room in a beat up house in Weber Street, Richmond, number 2510.”

“Keep me up to date with whatever you hear; and by that I mean both ends of this.” She ended the call before he could reply.”

She needed to get herself ready to go out. At the top of the stairs she hesitated at the sight of the now dried blood stains on the floor and wall, but only for a moment. Glancing into Ben’s room brought a lump to her throat and her eyes began to fill up. She shook her head, reminded herself that there was no time for sentiment, shrugged it off and let the ball of hatred and fury that had been building inside her take over.

Calling her supervising agent she left a message to say that she needed to take some sick leave. This was only the second time in twelve years she’d done that, so she didn’t anticipate a problem.

After a shower, she dressed in a tired looking olive drab t-shirt, with the well-worn combat pants and matching jacket that she wore for their family wilderness vacations. Then she went to the garage and the concealed gun safe and took out her husband’s spare handgun, a Heckler and Koch HK45 semi-automatic pistol. She also took three magazines, a suppressor, a combat belt, hunting knife, and a Mossberg 590 9-shot pump action shotgun fully loaded. She put it all in the gun safe in the trunk of Brett’s Jeep Wrangler alongside a number of other things she’d bought from the house.

The FBI and the cops had kept a lid on information about the nature of the incident, and in the end the TV vans and reporters had given up and left to attend a bank heist in Oakton. After securing the house as well as she could, she got into the Jeep and headed down the drive and waved to the cops in their car as she passed. She hoped that when the events of the night found their way into the press her name wouldn’t be connected.

Her first stop was the garage where they had their vehicles serviced.

“Hey Mrs. Price, how you doin’? The owner greeted her in a passable Joey Tribbiani impression.

“I’m good thanks Toni.”

“The Wrangler giving you problems?”

“No, it’s fine thanks, but I was hoping you could do me a small favor.”

“If I can, I will.”

“It’s a bit unusual, so if you want to say no I’ll understand.”

“Just ask. You and Mr. Price are good clients so I’m happy to help if I can.”

“When I was here last time, I spotted some license plates on the wall of your workshop. I was wondering if I could buy a pair. I need to disguise the Jeep for a day or two.”

“No problem, Mrs. R, but none of those on the wall would be a good idea. They all come from scrapped vehicles long since deregistered and the cops would pick that up in a heartbeat if you were stopped. How about I let you have the plates from a Wrangler that I’m breaking for parts? It’s a different model than yours but, unless they’re being really thorough, I doubt the cops would spot that. It’s registered to Dr. Hislop. She hit a tree with it, she’s 83 and has decided to hand in her license. I offered her what the insurance company would pay and she accepted.”

“That’s more luck than I deserve, but is she okay?”

“A few minor bruises that’s all.”

“I don’t suppose you could change them for me now could you.”

“How about I stick the phony ones over your original ones with Velcro, then you can switch back whenever you want?”

“Genius. Probably best not to ask how you came up with that on the spur of the moment eh?”

He smiled, “Probably best, same as me not needing to know why you need to do it.”

Fifteen minutes later she was driving out of his yard having set the GPS for Weber Street Richmond and after handing over a $100 bill. He’d only asked for $20, but she insisted.
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It was ten-fifteen when she pulled off I-95 at Exit 73 for Richmond, stopped, and Googled somewhere to eat. Disgusted to find the only option available before eleven-thirty was McDonalds, she resigned herself to a gastronomic abuse she’d once sworn never to do again. What happened to all the old-fashioned American truck stops and diners, she wondered.

Whoever was providing Ingram with a room was most likely either still answering questions at the cop station or making himself scarce, but she hoped that a few of the neighbors might be around for a chat. So, having fueled herself with far too many carbohydrates, she got back in her car and drove to find the house only to discover that the street was much more up.m. arket than she’d expected. It was never going to find itself on America’s most desirable districts, but most of the properties were well maintained with tidy front yards. The same couldn’t be said for Ingram’s home. It was a single story, timber-framed house that hadn’t seen a lick of paint in decades. There was a police cruiser parked out front with two cops inside.

She drove past and parked a hundred yards away, close to where an old guy was tending a small flower bed in his front yard.

Jumping out of the car she walked over to him. “Excuse me Sir, sorry to bother you. Do you know what’s happening along the street there with the police? I was supposed to be delivering a package there, but I don’t want to be spending hours talking to cops.”

“Who’s the package for; George, or that piece of shit grandson of his?”

“George I guess; the label just says Mr. Ingram. It’s a comfort parcel from the church. I’m just helping out doing deliveries because my mom had a fall.”

“The police raided the house first thing and tore the place apart. His neighbor just told me that his grandson got himself killed doing a home invasion somewhere North of here, couldn’t have happened to a better person. George had a panic attack when they told him and they took him to the hospital.”

“What's the grandson mixed up in, do you know?”

“Drugs from what George said. He’s done everything he could to help that boy; took him in when his own folks threw him out, even settled his debts and bailed him out twice.”

“His parents live nearby?”

“Yeah, couple of streets over; Wright Street. I don’t know the number. Why do want to know?”

“I thought maybe the church might want to send condolences, but thank you, Sir, you were real helpful.”

A quick search found the telephone number of a Mr. and Mrs. Ingram of Wright Street, along with the number of their house.

The houses in Wright Street were similar to Weber and the Ingram house was a tidy example.

A smart woman in her mid-sixties answered after her first knock. “Can I help you?” she asked in a Southern drawl.

“I hope so Ma’am. My name’s Cissy Hanrahan; I’m with the FBI, currently on secondment to the DEA.” She held out a wallet with a fake ID provided for her by the agency for her final op over eight years before, “I was hoping that you and Mr. Ingram could spare me some time.”

“If it’s about our son, we already spoke to your colleagues this morning. We haven’t had anything to do with him for five years.”

“I know that Ma’am. I’d just like to clarify a few things. I hope it won’t take long.”

“Very well, come inside.”

She led the way through to a living room, where a man sat in an overstuffed chair clutching the handle of a walking stick. “It’s the FBI again, William.” 

“Good morning, Sir. Cissy Hanrahan FBI but currently attached to the DEA, Arlington office.”

“We told you all we know about Jasper’s activities this morning.” 

“I know that, Sir, and I’m sorry for your loss. I’m just trying to learn a bit more about how he got mixed up with the gang in the first place. It seems to me that you’re decent folks and must have been heartbroken about him ending up like this.”

“He was a good kid until he flunked out of college. From then on it all went downhill. He got a job as a tire fitter, but the pay was crap and one of the other guys talked him into getting involved in robbing a bodega. He got caught and went to jail for a year and when he got out he was hooked on drugs. That was all it took for the Bloods to get their hooks into him. It’s mostly been low-level crime until now, leastwise that’s all he’s been caught for, but the drugs had him and the bastards in the gang kept wanting more and more from him to provide the shit. We stopped giving him money after he stole my wife’s jewelry. The last straw was when he stole my dad’s war medals. We threw him out but Dad still gave him a home.”

“What was the name of this guy at the tire-fitting shop, can you remember?”

“Unlikely to forget. Jose Hernandez.”

“Is he still around do you know?”

“Got out of prison last week again I think.”

“Do you know where he lives?”

“Sure, right down the street; number 2409.”

“You’ve been real helpful, thanks a lot.”

“Do you want to leave a card?”

“Sorry, I’m fresh out of them. Been handing them out all morning.”

When she was back in the car she checked her phone, and there were two missed calls from Felix. She called him back.

“Where are you?”

“Out and about, why do you need to know?”

“There have been two calls to your landline.”

“Who from?”

“They hung up when you didn’t answer.”

“Where were they made from?”

“Pay phones in Richmond. One was outside McDonalds on Hull Street, the second on the Broad Rock Industrial Estate. Look, I can tell you’re in Richmond, you can’t tackle these people on your own. What happens if these people are calling with a ransom demand?”

“These people don’t want ransom, and even if they did it would only be to boost whatever they’re getting from whoever put them up to it. Thanks Felix. I’ll be in touch.” She ended the call, turned the phone off and removed the SIM card.

‘Next stop Mr. Hernandez,’ she said to herself as she put the car in drive.

Stopping three doors away from the house, she lifted the combat belt complete with knife and strapped it around her waist under the hunting jacket that came down to her butt. Then put spare magazines for the handgun in the thigh pockets of her pants, checked the gun, fitted the suppressor, and tucked it into her belt behind her.

Casually pulling her peaked forage cap down she strolled to the front door of the house and knocked. Whoever came to the door just shouted, “What do you want?”

“Jasper ain’t around. I was told you might be able to help a girl out.”

“Fuck off. I don’t know you.”

“Course you don’t, I been getting my shit from Jasper.”

“Fuck off; I don’t do that shit no more.”

“That ain’t what Jasper’s been saying. He told me you were cool and when you’re out, you’d be the go to guy for all sorts of shit.”

“How do I know you’re not a cop.”

“How about I show you my tits; a cop wouldn’t do that would she?”

The door opened. “Okay then bitch you’d better not be shitting me or I’ll fuck you into next week.”

“There’s no need to be an asshole, I’m just a customer.”

He closed the door behind her and she saw that he was holding a gun, “Okay then bitch, let’s see your rack.”

“Just a minute, I need to take this jacket off first.” She slipped it off her right shoulder and when her hand was behind her she quickly stepped toward him, pulled her gun, and thrust it under his chin. “Drop the gun. One chance, do it now or I’ll blow your brains all over this shithole and be gone before anyone knows I was here.”

He dropped the gun and tried to put on a show of bravado, “You’re dead bitch; you may be breathin’ but you is as good as dead. When the bros find you they’ll pass you around like a bogie until your pussy is like a wet donner kebab.” 

“Brave words for someone who’s not going to have genitals if he doesn’t shut the fuck up. Walk to the middle of the room and get on your knees, NOW!”

He did as he was instructed and within a few minutes he was lying on his face with his wrists and ankles restrained with zip ties.

“Okay Jose, this the bit where you get to find out if you’ll live the rest of your pathetic life with or without balls.”

“What you want bitch?”

“During the night, your good friend Jasper and some of his pals abducted an eight-year-old boy from his home in Dunn Loring. I want to know who it was, and I want to know where they’re holding him. Your turn to speak now, go.”

“I got nothin’ to do with that.”

“We’ll start with who then.”

“How should I know?”

“Because nothing like this happens in your pathetic little boys’ clubs without everybody knowing at least something about it.”

“I’m not in the gang anymore; I quit.”

“I see, so you get out of prison realizing that you’ve been a silly boy all these years and decide from now on you’re going to be a model of propriety and work for the good of the community; then the bros say, ‘Hey, Jose, it was good while it lasted, have a nice life.’ Is that how it went?”

He attempted to explain that he’d paid his dues, and they let him go, until he felt her cutting his belt.

“What
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