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​​Chapter One: Terrorists Come to Town
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A hazy fall afternoon surfaced. It was gray and anonymous. The city felt like a safe space, but one that would deflate as soon as something rude arrived to disturb the stagnant air.

On the waterfront, Joe Holiday walked out of the Amsterdam Brew House and went for a stroll along the damp boardwalk. His girlfriend, Josie, had left on a plane earlier in the day, so his thoughts were of some long, boring days ahead. He would be indoors, absorbed in investigative work, most of the time.

Halting, he looked out at the lake for a while and thought it over. The sound of a cellphone and the heavy footsteps of another man ended the peace, so Joe left the railing and walked away from the irritating man. As he headed uptown, he had no idea that the ringtone he was escaping signaled the beginning of events that would be far from boring.

+++

The cellphone rang again in its shrill, penetrating ringtone, much unlike the soft and slimy voice of the big man that answered it. This was the voice of a man who always had spittle on his lips and a thick tongue that slowed the words.

The call was encrypted and from Saudi Arabia. The caller spoke in terse words in English. His accent was barely detectable. “Andras, you didn’t get the men past the interview stage. I don’t think it matters.”

“It matters to me, Bilal. It would be much better that way, doing things the easy way and avoiding the rough stuff.”

“Listen, Andras. We wanted your company inside, but it isn’t necessary if you succeed with the others.”

“True. They bought the resumes, but there is a roadblock. The phone interviews went well. So did the interview with the personnel director. He is a man who likes to be called by his first name, Johan. He told our three men he was hiring them, but something went wrong. Someone blocked him. We heard that the company has an investigator checking people out. Someone private they use for background checks. I will get the name. We need this guy out of the way to get inside clean.”

“Okay, but you said you cracked into the company files. Personnel files and some other vital documents weren’t present. That means you need to grab that personnel director. He keeps the personnel files somewhere. Maybe vaulted in electronic storage or somewhere in the cloud. Once you have that Johan fellow, then you use his access to make any needed changes to those files. You can also get the name of the investigator.”

“Yeah, everyone is getting smarter these days. Corporations expect hackers and have security workarounds, so that all you get is useless information. If I take this personnel director, it can’t be messy. We do not want to arouse suspicion. I’ll give you an update before I erase him. However, that won’t likely be necessary for a while. I have ways of making people cooperate. Using him would be a plus. The story is different with the investigator, whoever it is. That person registers as way too smart. I’ll make him disappear. If it turns out to be a woman, we’ll have some fun doing it. But I’m almost certain it is a man. Perhaps we’ll find an inventive way to off him. Something that will confuse the police. We’ve used that strategy before, and it works better than simply disappearing someone. The police always dig into disappearances, but not on strange cases they can’t comprehend.”

“We have some lovely ladies who will arrive soon to join the men. They are part of the cover. You’ll receive a text on it soon.”

“I want to clear up this small problem before dealing with that.”

“Okay. Get on it. Send in an estimate on the expenses. Money isn’t a problem. We are going to punish Canada for daring to meddle in Arab affairs. We promised it, and it will be done. Do this right, and you’ll be very rich.”

Andras clicked off his cell phone, ending the connection with the Saudi. He used the name Bilal, a cover identity. Andras wondered who he really was ... maybe someone high up in the Saudi elite. This person had organized and funded successful missions in the past. Unfortunately, for him, this one would be successful in a way he would never expect. He decided to head home and do some planning. The other operations had been in the USA, but this one was right at home. To protect the endgame, he would have to be more careful.

+++

Andras looked around the bunker, and he meant to sigh, but it came out as a wheeze followed by a cough. He’d been feeling great, and now the damn lung condition had to return with maximum irritation. Another thing that irritated him was the painting of Hitler on the wall across from him. It reminded him of his past and the senseless violence of it. Back then, he’d been a bit like a brown-shirt thug, though not right-wing or a Nazi type. Nowadays, he had goals, and as a Luciferian, he was motivated by a larger vision. The Nazi setup of the room was temporary, just to fool some terrorist guests. They were Muslims, extremists. He despised them. They made the most brutal Nazis look civilized in comparison. The mere thought of them turned his stomach, but there would be pleasure in deceiving then destroying them. A faint smile came to his lips. He took a big slug of beer and shouted for his right-hand man. The spray of spittle gave Hitler a wash.

A tall man came through the curtain and sat quietly beside Andras. His features were classic Arab and complemented his modern style of dress, neat haircut, and whisker shadow. “Andras, do you have to call me Jalal all the time? I’ve been called Jay since I was a kid.”

“It’s for the benefit of our guests. Don’t forget that your role is in being a cultural bridge between them and us. They see Jalal as a man with similar extremist beliefs. They must continue to believe your Western look is merely a disguise. You’ve done an excellent job so far. I worry more that they will see through me.” 

“No way. They haven’t seen through you. You disgust them, but they have respect for you because they think you hate this society just as they do. They definitely believe you are an honest sponsor who thinks he somehow benefits from terrorism. Don’t be offended, but sometimes you even convince me that you are a right-wing Nazi kook.”

Andras chuckled. “By the way, what in the fuck are their names again?”

“Their names are Shahlah, Mahir, and Muhab.”

“Stupid fucking names. What about the big white one with the red hair? How does he get a name like Dahir?”

“You mean Mahir. He’s really Randy White. He converted to Islam a dozen years ago, and he’s a veteran of terrorist wars. He’s been over there so long, he’s more Muslim than some of the natives. Long slow torture and street combat are his specialties.”

“Ah, and he somehow missed his trip to the Muslim Valhalla.”

“He won’t be missing it this time.”

“True enough. Okay. Turn him back into Randy White. I remember now. That is the Western name on the doctored papers our government contact created. Shave that stupid red ring beard off him and change his clothes. He’s not to wear that ridiculous Muslim cap anymore. And get some clothes for them.”

“Sure, I was getting to that anyway. I did get them clothes for the job interview, but they changed back out of them. I’ll tell them we are underway. They use their Western names and Western dress only from now on.”

“They seem sloppy. They’re supposed to be pros.”

Jalal laughed. “I’ve been having a great time since they came. I know how they think. I used to be Muslim, remember? I have also met their type before. They all look sloppy, but they get the job done.”

“Make sure they don’t find out you are a backsliding Muslim, or they might slit your throat.”

“Just so you know, they believe that they are inherently superior to you, and that they are manipulating you for the cause. They think about the same of me, as I am not a veteran of terrorist wars. I would have said I was, but didn’t want to be caught up in lies. They have ways of checking.”

“Don’t overrate them. They are three saps. They’ll find out the hard way about our superiority.”

“Sure. So let me get back to them and clean them up. One more thing. This invisible Canadian government contact. The Saudi provided it, but I don’t like it. He cleared the men brought in and established IDs for them here. But we’ve never seen this guy. It must be someone powerful inside the security establishment, and those types of people can’t be trusted.”

Andras nodded. “Our friend Bilal told me not to worry about that. Their man on the inside here is interested only in money. Perhaps we should drink to fools and their money.”

The two men tapped their beer bottles together for a toast. “Let’s toast to something better. To the Fatherland,” Jalal said. “On second thought, make that the Fatherland and Allah, as both are serving our purposes.”

+++

A thundercloud broke, and rain pounded the junkyard. Johan woke, listening to it drum on tin and wood. He heard hard slaps like wet canvas continuously hitting the outside wall. Wet scrub scratched against the tiny slit window. A tree branch cracked in the wind, then a door slammed. Johan tensed. He didn’t want his kidnapper to return. Given some time, he might figure out a way to escape. But he doubted it. He felt weak. He was about as far from being an action hero as a man could get. The idea that came to his mind was a victim. Soft and easy, and his captor despised him because of it. He’d seen it in his eyes, the look of a strange observer, owlish all-seeing weirdness. 

The memory of those eyes startled him as much as the rattling rain outside. They were dark eyes filled with unrestrained moodiness. This sort of man might decide to do anything that popped into his head from the vast expanse of evil ideas filling his soul. Johan hadn’t seen the man’s face because of the ski mask, but he could picture it; apish and brutal, belonging to a member of some warped branch of humanity that was morally defective yet owning malignant intelligence.

The flashing light from the narrow window stung his bloodshot eyes. His head ached with pressure, and a feeling of being squeezed, and the humidity worsened. In the first minute, he remembered his captor but failed to recall key details of his own identity. That was bad, and when the pressure eased, and he did remember, it made it worse.

Johan knew this place was a junkyard. He’d gotten a brief glimpse of it while being dragged from the pickup. It had been warm and dry then, no rain or sign of it. So he’d been out cold for a while. Waking, being alive was unexpected; he’d been sure the man would finish him. What he didn’t know was why the man had kidnapped him. It didn’t add up. He had a soft job as personnel director for a large demolition firm. It had always been possible that someone would come after him, but it would be someone he knew. Someone he had fired. Someone the company had declared obsolete. Someone with nothing left but rage. There had been many angry people, but they hadn’t returned with anything other than lawyers. Sometimes they found other high-paying work, but they usually followed a downward spiral that included booze, drugs, and defeat.

He didn’t know this man. He was certain he’d never met him. He was not the sort that would be one of their employees. This man had been wearing a ski mask, but no disguise could hide the things that made him distinct: the twisted mouth that the mask had failed to hide, the limp, the deformed left arm, and his incredible brute strength. Johan screened people like him out, unless they got in as the janitor or something. Perhaps he’d met another employer’s requirements, an employer that wanted a hit man. It was common in the movies and in books, but it likely didn’t happen in real life. Thinking it over didn’t make him happy. It looked too easy for someone to make him disappear. And he knew the company brass. They’d rather see him buried and forgotten than get bad publicity in the news. He didn’t trust cops either. They’d probably pull the spike out of his head and say he died of a coronary. Who’d want to spend money pursuing the killer of some obese white guy with a heart condition? He knew he wouldn’t. He’d done rotten things himself to save money for the company. The most usual thing was to terminate people at the top of the pay scale, if they weren’t invaluable.

It had all arrived unexpectedly, beginning at the DQ Grill & Chill, which was about the safest place on earth to be ... located on the highway just inside the city, on a long neon-bright strip lined with junk-food joints. There were gang and criminal neighborhoods, but they were to the north and the west. Too many fat cops pulled into the DQ for criminals to see it as a stomping ground. The food strip was beside a neighborhood where people earned enough to get fat and lazy and then die of a coronary. If they saw men in ski masks, it was dead cold outside, or a dream or a movie. And unfortunately, for Johan, he hadn’t noticed the man in the mask until it was too late.

He had been sitting inside under nuclear-bright fluorescent lights, eating a bacon-cheeseburger with fries and a chocolate-extreme blizzard cake. It was a meal made so tasty by salt, sugar, and fat that the guilt about breaking his diet faded with the first bite. The only reason he noticed the battered old pickup pull in was that he’d been looking that way, glaring with disapproval at a black woman who glittered with five pounds of junk jewelry, and shook fifty pounds of jiggle as she tried to quiet her screaming brat child. I’ll never look that bad, he had been thinking, patting his belly, and then he noticed the pickup pull in over by the closed-off patio, parking out by the road when there were spots right near the entrance. The back of it was loaded with improperly secured junk, and the vehicle looked in bad need of a safety check. The soot on it doubled as a paint job. He couldn’t see the driver, just a shadow beyond the dirty windshield, and he didn’t get out. Since there was a white-trash neighborhood not too far off, Johan figured the driver would be from it. Maybe he’d just pulled into the lot to doze for a while. He didn’t have to see him, and he forgot about him as he focused on his meal. 

Now, with a battered head, he realized how stupid he had been. The creep had obviously tailed him, watched him, and he hadn’t suspected a thing. He remembered stepping out of the DQ due to urgency, as the meal went down fast but not well. Just outside, he stepped left and released a gas bomb, followed by a balloon-bursting burp. Then his face reddened as he realized the black lady and her kid had stepped out behind him. He heard her cursing at him, but he didn’t look back as he walked to his Cadillac Escalade.

It wasn’t warm out, but being overweight and on blood-pressure medication that raised his body temperature caused him to sweat even in the fall. With the gas attack, he would leave all the windows open to spare the vehicle the torment of his body odors. At the car, he stopped and looked around. There was nothing to see except other fast-food places in the long highway lake of neon glare.

The new Five Guys Burgers & Fries was picking up business, and Church's Chicken and Steak’n Shake were absolutely killing the Golden Arches. He loved this neighborhood, but the night view was actually better from the Arches because he could see up and down the strip. Dunkin' Donuts, his favorite place, was across the road. The only residential part of the area he could actually see was the peak of a lonely house poking over the high wall running along the back of the DQ. But that didn’t change his opinion. He knew the suburban houses were in there, and that the people who lived in them weren’t the type that frowned at well-off white guys driving giant Cadillac SUVs.

He noticed the dusty pickup still parked there and wished the cops would pull in and chase the guy off. One of the great things about the strip was that there were no downtown panhandlers or street trash. But there were still trash people with money to buy junked vehicles. They were the mobile ones, the smarter ones. Even filth had its higher levels.

After starting the car, he noticed that he was low on fuel. Unfortunately, the vehicle was like its owner and had an appetite like Godzilla. Though Johan drove the priciest car, he fueled it at the cheapest guzzle place. The beast didn’t work well on anything other than premium, and he didn’t need an app on his phone to know Joey Joy’s Petro Station always had the lowest price. That meant a trip slightly out of the neighborhood. He got well off the strip and followed a line of cars past the bungalows on Havelock before taking a left down Passmore Road. That took him past the edge of the white-trash area and into the fuel station. 

Joey Joy’s wasn’t the classiest gas station. Out on the highways, they had monster stations that looked new and luxurious. Joey’s looked more like he had made his own signage. Because he had some way of keeping prices lower, he drew enough big rigs off the highway to leave Passmore with potholes the size of craters, and combined with the bright yellow bug lights that he used even in winter when there were no bugs, it was like pulling into a station on the moon. None of this bothered Johan. The big vehicle could handle rough roads with ease. It certainly wasn’t a Smart Car or like the rattling pickup behind him.

The sight of the pickup jolted him, as did a grinding pothole, and he swerved in and nearly hit the pumps. Totally pissed, he decided to let the attendant serve him while he glanced over at the pickup. It had pulled over by the repair garage at the back with its nose sticking out, so that was all he could see. He couldn’t see the occupant, just the dark shadow of a man behind the windshield. Johan scratched his head. “Is that guy following me?” he wondered. “Naw, it can’t be. Just a coincidence, maybe.” Maybe it was the meal or that his mind was unable to register anything out of the ordinary, but he still let it pass, shrugging it off as nothing.

Johan tipped the attendant and had him dash in and grab him a pack of Kings. That took a long minute. As he waited, something buzzed through the air above his windshield. His eyes followed it, and he leaned over to the passenger side. “Huh,” he sputtered. The thing was one of those drones. He’d seen them on TV but never around his neighborhood. He watched as the drone drifted around the side and landed in the back of the pickup, among junk. 

“For Christ's sake,” he said.

“Pardon me,” said the boyish attendant. He held out the pack of Kings. 

“Did you see that drone?”

“Yup.”

“Who is that man in the pickup? Why is he flying a drone?”

The attendant looked over. “Don’t know who he is. I’ll deal with him in a minute.”

“He gives you any trouble, call the police. I know his type, all no good.”

As Johan pulled out, a big rattling rig came in. The attendant marched toward the pickup, but Johan’s view was cut off. “Be nice to get a look at that man in the pickup,” he thought. But getting back home was a bigger thought, so he horse-backed the Caddy through some killer potholes and headed for the shortcut down Everson Ave. He was a block away before he noticed the traffic jam ahead. Lights flashed from a police car and a roadblock at an accident scene ahead. Johan needed to swing around and get free. He would have to back up because he’d rolled too close to the Nissan ahead of him while looking at the accident.

The Caddy rocked from a hard brake; he checked the mirror just as a huge Chrysler did the same thing to him, nearly hitting his rear bumper.

Johan bellowed out the window. “Get off my ass, tailgater!” And he was in luck. The driver was an old, birdlike woman, and she quickly reversed and gave him room. As soon as Johan had backed off the Nissan’s tail, he did a nasty turnaround of the sort where one drives right over the sidewalk. He turned onto the front lawn of a house and honked the horn so a group of kids coming up the sidewalk would get out of the way so he could get back on the road.

After narrowly avoiding a collision with a newspaper box, Johan escaped the scene and was soon breathing easy on Clarke Road. He breezed through a kilometer of dilapidated houses and stores before hitting a dark tract with closed industrial complexes on both sides of the road. He found it amazing the way the city could locate hidden pockets of the Rust Belt amid mostly wealthy areas. But Clarke was okay, as it was a shortcut. People weren’t coming here; they were either escaping the area or being stamped as obsolete as jobs went to China and wouldn’t be coming back. He figured a final phase of decay was necessary before refurbishment. It always happened that way. And he was still figuring that when a drone buzzed his windshield. 

Johan swerved out into the other lane and was lucky that nothing was coming. The drone dipped in front of him again, but he held steady, checked the mirror, and spotted the pickup behind him. Johan flipped his cell phone into the dashboard holder. It was just a matter of getting the guy’s plate number and, if possible, a description of him, and calling it in to the police. Things were working out. He got a partial plate right away, and then the drone distracted him as it flew right in front of the windshield. It hung there for a moment, then it dropped something it had been carrying – a paint bomb that immediately obscured his vision and caused him to swerve off the road. Luck was with him initially as he hit the drive-in to one of the derelict warehouse complexes, then it turned against him as he went off the edge into a weed-filled ditch. Gravel, earth, and scrub scuffed the left headlight and fender as he came to a sudden stop.

The airbag didn’t deploy, but the long scrape had definitely done solid damage to the car. Enough to take Johan’s road rage to the max. The Cadillac was on a tilt. He managed to open the door, squeeze out, and rush to the top of the ditch. He figured that the pickup had fled and he’d be stuck raging at the darkness. But it was there. It had pulled over quickly, and the sight of it caused him to throw his fists in the air. ‘Motherfucker!’ he shouted as he charged forward. As fast as he did that, a man emerged from the vehicle, and Johan saw a ski mask, a crooked arm, and the iron bar that hit him and put him out cold.

+++

The rain continued to pour. Johan’s head hurt. He felt a raw goose egg on the left side and a big scab of congealed blood and matted hair. He wondered if the bastard had wanted the Cadillac. He could see through a tiny sliver of cracked glass. Rain danced in a junkyard. This place was a shack, and even the window was mostly boarded over and covered with tin. He wasn’t bound, but he was unsteady on his feet. He got to the door and tried it. Locked but with some play. He could tell by the feel that a solid bolt held it from the outside. All trying to get through the window or door would do was make a nasty noise and alert the man. 

If this were about the car, the kidnapper was probably going to kill him. It would be the best way to make sure he didn’t go to the police, and the man probably thought he had the plate number for the pickup. The Cadillac was present; he could see it parked out there by a stack of old drums. Judging from the big scrape down its side, it was hurting as much as his head. 

Everything out there looked old and rotten. There were weeds, mud with fast-food containers and cans trampled into it, another hut-like structure with peeling paint and miscellaneous items bursting out of an open door. Even if he got out of this shack, escaping would be difficult. Just over the highest mound of junk, he saw tree branches spilling over a tall board fence. Rusted posts at the top of each section of fence were strung with barbed wire.

Humidity, stress ... sweat poured down Johan’s brow. He swept it off, then it got worse because he heard slow heavy footsteps approaching ... the crunch of a can, a rattle of tin. Then the footsteps went right past and faded in the sound of the rain. He wondered how a place like this could exist. The company he hired for was a demolition outfit, one of the biggest in the nation. They brought the old down to dust and made way for the new. The whole point of it was to make sure trash lots and derelict buildings didn’t blight the landscape from sea to sea. But from what he could see just looking through a tiny crack, it looked like maybe the trash and rubble of all those places had been hauled and stored here.

He went back to the door. It was fastened tight, but he could tell that the wood was somewhat rotten. If his captor was far off, he might be able to tear it open, ease out, and work on an escape. With so much junk, there were probably hiding places in it. He could use many things as a weapon. That was certain. Bashing the masked creep’s head in with a rusty pipe would be sweet. Johan could picture it – blood and rust, a plump dead body in the wash of the rain.

He began to work on the door; the rotten wood seemed about to give, so he leaned into it and threw all of his weight into his shoulder, producing a big crack as the door flew open. The hasp and lock flew into the mud, and he staggered into it as well and then caught his balance. He looked up and around him. A figure stepped into view, dark and evil. The same guy, still wearing a black ski mask. His feet slopped forward in the mud. He wore big rubber boots, he lifted the large object he was carrying, and it roared with sound. A chainsaw ... Johan staggered back and nearly fell over in the mud. He was so terrified that he ran back inside the shack and cowered.

As fast as it had started, the chainsaw shut off, and the masked man stepped into the doorway.

“Who ... who the fuck are you?” Johan said. 

The man answered without hesitation. “I’m what you call a terrorist. You are now working for me.”

“But ... but, you don’t look like a terrorist.”

“Really. Then what do I look like?”

“A serial killer, a psycho maybe.”

“What, a serial killer? Why, you piece of shit. I’ll show you.”

Johan cowered with his back pressed to the wall. He didn’t know what to say. The masked man’s eyes had turned black, almost like he was demon-possessed. He saw evil in them but not rage. He’d put the chainsaw aside and now pulled something from his coat. Johan expected a pistol and to be shot, but the item the man took out looked like a cross between a glue gun and a hairdryer. It didn’t look like a weapon, but it had a scary plunger handle, like it was some kind of medical tool. It would look plain silly to someone not being threatened by it, but Johan wasn’t laughing. As the man stepped forward, he shook so badly he went to his knees. Then he was seized, his head forced down, and he heard a whir and a snap and felt a sharp pain like a bee sting in the back of his neck.

The device had injected something that felt like a needle into the back of his neck. Johan expected to get dizzy and die, and as the man stepped back from him, he waited for it to happen. But it didn’t happen. He remained on his knees, like a pussy, with a bee sting in the back of his neck. He hated the man in the mask more than he hated anything in the world. People had never pushed Johan around. He had fired people just for getting smart. Sometimes just for the fun of it. He’d thought of himself as big and brash, but the man in the mask had put the lie to that ... he’d revealed Johan as a coward, the biggest wuss in the world. It was almost as bad as dying, maybe worse because his pride had been crushed, and with it, his balls.

Still on his knees, Johan held out trembling hands. He wanted to say something, but couldn’t. The masked man’s eyes studied him, and then, without warning, he raised a boot and did a flat kick to Johan’s shoulder. His head snapped back against the wall, and though it didn’t hit hard, terror overwhelmed him, and he blacked out.

Strange, indecipherable dreams swept Johan through disturbed sleep. From time to time, a masked man appeared in those dreams, and he struggled to wake but could not do so. Each time the image of the masked man repeated, it grew bigger and more terrifying, and the man began to lean into him, twisted lips moving as if he were trying to say something. The words came out garbled and ugly, growing in volume until he finally woke. He was on his back, and he shot up with a start and spat out some foul saliva.

It was daytime, a very warm day for the fall, and he was alone and in a strange place. Initially, he felt great relief knowing that the masked man wasn’t real. It was a relief that faded quickly as his memory slowly returned. He looked around and wondered. Had he somehow escaped or been rescued? He remembered the bee sting, the kick, and blacking out. His vision was still blurry but returning. A tentative hand to his face revealed some minor swelling. He felt a coarse bandage stuck to the back of his neck and saw a big black bruise on his arm.

There was no pain; he felt almost like he was floating. Nausea hit suddenly, and he was sick. When he turned his head to vomit, only drool emerged. He went back down on his back, his chest heaving, and then he slowly rose, got to his knees, and looked around. He was outside on a strange patio, a large one all done in big and broken white stones jig-sawed together. A flat, rain roof held up by enormous wood posts covered the entire patio, and he could smell the fragrance of cedar. Oddly, he was outside yet completely enclosed. A stone fireplace was directly ahead, and a larger stone wall rose behind it. It was a tall wall that disappeared up into foliage and overhanging deciduous trees. On his right side, the patio ended at some sparse grass, tall weeds, and another segment of the high wall. On his left, an untrimmed and impenetrable hedge grew. It was thick, dense, and not manicured.

That left only the area behind him, and he stood and turned. He hadn’t seen any people yet, so he was sure that when he turned, his nightmare would be renewed. But it wasn’t, not yet. No one was on the patio with him, but there didn’t seem to be a way out either, as that was walled off by three enormous mounds of rubbish. They rose higher than the patio roof and were all stone and metal scrap. They were junkyard mounds. The metal mound was the kind you would find at a recycling center, created after stripping autos, fridges, stoves, and other discarded items, then tossing the worthless steel into a humongous rusting pile. The second pile was made of broken cinder blocks and other less valuable stone. An even bigger heap sat beyond the first two, and vines grew through and over most of it, locking it in place so that it was solid and unmovable. A distant din came to his ears, industrial sounds and machinery at work far beyond the mounds.

A huge eight-foot slab of polished white pine resting on two wide bases of stone and mortar made a table at the center of the patio. The chairs at it were all sturdy, functional wood, though they would not be comfortable. He noticed a rotary fan up in the wooden roof and a small aluminum fridge set into the stone wall that held the fireplace.

If he was being held prisoner, this didn’t seem like an ideal place, but when he thought of escaping, his mind drew a blank. The high wall seemed insurmountable. The hedge or thicket was of a thorny type that would rip him up. He could try to climb the mounds of junk very carefully. However, if that was the easy way out, there would almost certainly be some other obstacles on the other side. He remembered the drone and his kidnapper's cleverness. That sort of man would probably enjoy an escape attempt and hunting him down, killing off his hopes at the last moment.

Johan sighed with weariness, worry, and pain. He felt like a piece of crap, and there was no way out. It was amazing that his heart had not failed. Pacing back and forth, he watched the wall, expecting his captor to come over it, black mask and all. Five minutes passed, then something unexpected happened. Part of the patio floor by the adjacent wall simply lifted, a mechanical arm opening a trap door that raised and rested against the wall. Johan stared fearfully at the dark rectangle as a man emerged.

+++

The fact that the man wasn’t wearing a mask brought some relief. Johan was standing over by the fireplace at the back wall, and his hand inched toward the heavy poker beside it. He could tell the man had come upstairs, and a full view of him aroused mystery and fear. The man wore black boots, black leather pants, and a styled black polo shirt. He had Arab features but was neither handsome nor repulsive. His appearance came across as somewhat odd – a long, brooding face, heavy whisker shadow, and calculating brown eyes. Johan read him as more of a modern counterculture type of person, probably Western-born or educated.

The man definitely showed no fear, and his English was sophisticated with just a touch of British in his accent. His words were confident. “Don’t even think about grabbing that poker. Andras is ready to speak to you now. My name is Jalal. Be assured that you will never forget either of our names. Follow me, his bunker is below.”

“Yes, yes, I’m coming,” Johan said. As he finished the words and started walking, he realized he’d become as pathetic as a dog trying to please an abusive master. Even though his mind automatically tried to rationalize his behavior as necessary for survival, he knew he was broken, and the only question now was what personal hell he would find down at the bottom of his groveling and cowardice.

It wasn’t dark but dim on the steep stairs, and they went down an amazing 20 feet. The entry hatch automatically closed as he neared the bottom. It locked into place with a solid thud, like the heaviest coffin lid on earth had closed on him, but he soon saw that this was no coffin or root cellar. The area at the bottom was about twenty feet square with a treated concrete floor and brick walls. A single caged tube light lit it. Two gray-painted heavy metal doors were set in the far wall, and Johan didn’t feel good about where they might lead. He pictured a ghoul’s dungeon similar to the one in a recent horror flick.

Jalal sensed his unease and obviously enjoyed it. He glanced at Johan and said. “Door number one is where we are entering. Just hope that you never find yourself behind door number two in the workshop with our terrorist guests.”

Door number one didn’t open automatically, and it wasn’t locked. Jalal pulled it open with a large ring handle and waved Johan through ahead of him. He entered a bright interior that felt like an enormous bunker converted into living quarters. It reminded him of a gargantuan trailer home he had once toured. The trailer had been a long rectangle, with a front porch leading to the kitchen, and all the other rooms along its length. Smaller rooms with doors were left and right of a hallway running down the center. The difference here was that this place was an enormous tube and not a rectangle. It was like being inside a giant pipe with everything laid out to accommodate the tube design. An aisle ran down the center, where the top of the tube reached about nine feet. The tube walls were painted concrete. This first section was reminiscent of a train car with storage racks, coat hangers, and a welcome mat. The image embossed in the welcome mat was that of an eagle and a swastika. A form of dispersed light lit this first section, and Johan looked up and saw tiny LED lights embedded in the ceiling. They were a very low-power form of light, and that led him to believe that this whole structure was built on an efficient survivalist model.

Johan was about to take off his shoes, but Jalal told him to follow, so he did so. The second section was like a larder with more storage for all kinds of goods. Beyond it, they passed through an area with large silver boxes, which he guessed were part of the air conditioning. A fourth room had been set up with bunk beds on either side of the tube. The fifth segment was a long lounge. It had two overstuffed couches on one side, facing a media setup, and a bookcase on the other. It had a mounted TV, sound system, laptop computers, and a bunch of other electronic devices built into the shelving. They were all state-of-the-art components that no one would expect to find at the bottom of a junk yard. Many small sculptured items were on the shelves, in ebony, black, jade, and carved woods. These carvings and idols were all of an occult nature. The embedded gems in a few of them looked real.

Two people were reclining on one of the couches, and they appeared to be expecting him. Johan felt somewhat uplifted by the fact that they looked relaxed. He’d expected a dungeon, and it had become a strange, forced social call. Some confidence returned because he now felt that they weren’t going to kill him. They needed him for something. Whatever that was, he would play it to the maximum. Perhaps he could get himself out of this mess and even gain from it. A deal with the devil would be preferable to the wrath of the devil.

The flooring was all parquet, but the tone here had shifted to black, which the white tube walls highlighted. A black velvet curtain blocked the areas beyond this one, but he could see that the deeper in one went, the more it shifted from everyday to mysterious. Two occult paintings were at the end of the room by the curtain. The first was a vision of hell, and the second a stylized print of Hitler. Johan believed they were prints of classic paintings, but he knew almost nothing about art. Perhaps one of the two people on the couch was an artist. He knew the big man seated was in fact the man in the mask. Removing it hadn’t taken away his brutish appearance. The deformed but functional arm was still there, as were the twisted lips. Without the mask, his features coalesced into meanness. He had the rude boss-man look even while reclining, and he had drawn Johan’s attention to such a degree that he almost failed to notice any details about the woman. Those details now entered his mind like a sudden realization. If a burst of light, it was black light. She had short-styled black hair, thin lips painted black, and green eyes that were evil eyes. She took him in with a glance and saw him as an insect. He knew that instinctively, though he wasn’t quite sure how. Her dress was simple, a short one-piece black dress over skin as pale as ivory. She wore rings, bracelets, and a necklace with an occult goat’s head thing he’d seen before somewhere. This woman was slim and almost sculpted; his eyes lingered on perfect knees, legs, and feet in sandals. Almost like an object, in her own way, she was as perfect as one of the sculptured figures on the shelves. She was a human demon, and she probably had some control over the brute next to her. He knew that man was Andras, but couldn’t begin to guess what he wanted with him.

“Sit down, both of you,” Andras said, and he beckoned Johan to sit next to him. Johan obeyed, and for some reason, he felt better sitting next to Andras. The woman struck him as deadly in some mysterious way. The reason for comfort beside Andras could not have been his voice, as it was a strange wheeze. He sounded like there were snakes in his vocal cords, and perhaps he suffered from a lung disease or asthma that had scarred his voice.

Jalal stepped past him and Andras to sit beside the woman, and he did it hypnotically as if she had him under his spell ... or all of them under a spell, because no one said anything for thirty seconds. Images of a foreign war played on the silent TV screen. Andras watched with interest as men with automatic rifles and rocket launchers sparred with a hidden enemy on a city street reduced to rubble. The enemy appeared racing up the street in two cars, the first blowing up at a barricade, forcing the fighters to retreat. The second car’s suicide bomber didn’t make it to the Muslim Valhalla via suicide because a shot from a rocket launcher turned his racing car into a rising fireball.

Andras turned to Johan. “It’s an underground video. There is lots of it that the media never shows.”

“Looks almost like an action movie,” Johan said. “I don’t keep up with wars over there. It’s all war.”

Andras nodded. “Most people don’t. You should, because eventually the battle will come over here. Nevertheless, for my purposes, you work fine. A man without political passion is needed.”

When Johan didn’t answer, he gestured toward the shelves and a tray of drinks. “I know you like American beer, grab yourself a cold can.”

Johan shrugged and said, “Sure.” His parched throat required a bottle of water a lot more, but why argue with the host.

Andras went through a throat-clearing exercise, and he apparently needed it because when he spoke again, his voice gained some bass and depth. “You’ve worked for Cusac Demolitions for a long time, haven’t you?”

“I slogged out ten years there. It’s the only real job I’ve ever had.”

“Sure, but they aren’t paying a real salary, are they?”

“You must be psychic. You know how it is. As head of personnel, I interview and screen candidates, and they make pay I can only envy. Usually, they are experts of one sort or another. The big jobs are all different, and they have to be precise. We don’t want people to get killed in one of our demolitions.”

“Of course not. But you underestimate yourself. You can earn big bucks, too. I mean, if we pay it.”

“I see. I mean, I see you must have money to own this bunker and that junkyard out there.”

“That’s not a junkyard, it’s my recycling business, and I don’t have big bucks. Take rich Arabs like the Saudis. How much money would you guess they have?”

“More than I could imagine.”

“You are going to hire some of their people for some work and aid us on a secret demolition job. You will receive payment in offshore accounts we create for you. Only you will be able to draw from them. The first payment of twenty-five thousand dollars has been deposited into one account. Does this work for you?”

“Yes, twenty-five thousand dollars works for me. I need the money. I mean, I hire people, and I approve vendors, which is what your recycling company would be if it did contract work for us. I do have a couple of questions. First, I don’t want to go to jail, so I need assurance that you aren’t doing something that will be traced back to me. Aside from that, I don’t understand why you scared the hell out of me and kidnapped me if this is about some contracts or hires. And ones that don’t involve that much cost to the company.”

“The answer to both questions is the same. We are professionals. Nothing will be traced to you. I brought you here in such a frightening way to show you we mean business. It means you clearly understand that we are professional and deadly and understand what can happen if you cross us.”

“Points taken. If that was an example of what you alone can do, I don’t want to find out what you and more people can do.”

“So you could have hired my plants, but you didn’t. The three men we sent in had their applications rejected. They were foreign workers. You rejected my company, too. We offered a very low-cost contract for cleanup work across various jobs. The thing with my company was a separate deal. I’m always looking to expand business.”

“Men from Saudi Arabia. It rings a bell. I remember a new recycling proposal, too. Your company wouldn’t happen to be Wizard Waste Management?”

“It is.”

“Then it wasn’t me that rejected you or the foreign hires. I had already prepared contracts, but as often happens, an investigator who works for the company filed a negative report. He believed the men were impostors even though a security check came up clean. He did not favor contracting with your company because the company we already use has a very clean record. He did not find anything actually wrong with your company.”

“I suspected as much. Who is this investigator?”

“Him. He isn’t a company employee, and he’s been in my hair for a year now. He has embarrassed me so many times that I won’t approach senior management before his report on a prospective hire comes in. He always digs up something unsavory. Often, I try to offer jobs to friends or their kids as a favor. But with this guy, I can’t do that anymore. He will dig up dirt, discover a conflict of interest, and put it in his report. Believe me, I’d like to get rid of him. So far, I haven’t figured out how. He works from the outside. I don’t even get to talk to him.”

“Give me the name. I assure you we will take care of it.”

“Holiday. Joe Holiday. He’s a private investigator.”

“The reports he put in on my company and the three men, did you show them to senior management?”

“Of course not. When he’s not accusing me of a conflict of interest, his reports come to my desk. If negative, I don’t pass them on to senior management. I don’t want my ears boxed again. That’s how it used to happen. In the beginning, all of his reports went directly to the top, but I had that changed.”

Johan’s eyes went back to the TV. Andras was switching through the channels, not TV channels but security views of various places around his recycling yard. He was big in scrap metal. A huge crawler crane worked next to a mountain of scrap. Another view showed a big green arm with a four-pronged monster claw. The interior of the plant showed green-painted metal stairs, belts, and huge boxes. The workers were nearly all male hard hats. A river of trash flowed on a belt wide as a sidewalk. A minute later, he spoke. “Jalal. Which of your new men should we use to take out Joe Holiday?”

Jalal’s answer was immediate. “Muhab. That man has been antsy since he got here. He makes it harder to control the others. If he just happened to have an accident along with Holiday, it might be better for us.”

“An experienced Jihadist like Muhab should be able to eat an Internet snoop like Holiday for breakfast. We don’t need to hope Muhab will have an accident now. The big job kills him anyway.”

“Say, I remember the name. Holiday has been in the news a few times. He has a nose for trouble and a record for brutal behavior. He might offer Muhab a bit of a challenge.”

Johan had guzzled the first beer and was halfway through the second one. The booze was hitting him; maybe it was because of the ordeal or weakness. He decided to interject. “Sending out one of your factory workers to beat Holiday up might not be good. I mean, I’d like to see it, but they might trace it to you.”

Andras frowned, turned his head, and stared at Johan. “I’m not sending out one of my factory workers or beating Holiday up. I’m sending a terrorist out to kill him.”

“Murder,” Johan said in a near whisper. His head spun. “I didn’t know this was about terrorists killing people.”

Andras continued frowning. He turned his head and addressed the woman. “Lena, play some of that back for us.” 

Johan looked past Andras, noticing that the woman now had wireless earbuds on and a device of some form in her lap. She pressed a tiny button on it, and Johan heard his voice coming over the loudspeakers on the shelf, saying, “Yes, twenty-five thousand dollars works for me, I need the money...”

Lena clicked it off abruptly, then giggled. Jalal spoke, both his tone and expression grave. “Just in case fear of us wears off, our recording will make sure your fear of senior management and the police remains.”

Johan sighed as he realized he’d moved seamlessly from one trap to another. He took another slug of beer. “Okay, so Joe Holiday dies. But hiring terrorists worries me more than that.”

“Trust us,” Andras said. “Just treat them like new employees ... sensitive ones that might behead you if you say anything to offend Muslims. They believe I am a neo-Nazi, so they’ll think you are affiliated. So long as you do exactly as we say, you have no worries. Just think of it that way. We have a grand plan for the future. A master plan, and maybe someday you’ll be a bigger part of it.”
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​​Chapter Two: The Drone Hit
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Circumstances had Joe Holiday residing in his office rather than his home. This particular fall was an unusual time in his life. Dim memories of it would always linger in the gloomier alleyways of his mind. Like a pale vampire, Joe had abandoned the sunny days and gotten into the habit of staying up all night. There really was nothing special to light up his life, and there wasn’t any hour when he could sleep without interruptions.

The phone would ring constantly as he did freelance work for a wide range of corporations, conducting background checks on foreign nationals working in the country. He gathered the real dope and history of these people's dirty deeds, so employers could compare it with the false histories they often presented on resumes. Everyone lied on resumes, and fraud was common, so something would come up on most applicants. Usually, it was small stuff, but sometimes it was creepy.

It was crappy work for a man listed as a private investigator. It put him on equal footing with the rest of that small crowd. Detectives in name, while in reality working like bureaucrats that never leave the office, mostly using the latest special phone and social media lists to track people.

Joe kept getting more of the bureaucratic brand of work. His reputation for uncovering the shady side of people kept his cash flow steady, but he didn’t especially enjoy the job. Being the go-to guy for getting something on someone wasn’t something to be proud of, and many people didn’t want to know the truth. They wanted their selections rubber-stamped, and Joe would be called everything from a racist to a peeper when his investigations muddied people thought to be clean.

Dislike of the work kept him always open to anything else that might come along. With his romantic partner Josie off in Israel for a few months, he’d buried himself in work for a week. Just coffee-stain shadows passing when he smoked in the alley, and more of them on the table as he drank cup after cup of brew and made endless phone calls. Awake all night, red eyes drooping from reading too many emails and texts, darkness and neon outside the window providing unexpected relief after hacking through the dreadfully boring social media lives of job applicants. He didn’t bother to go home. He had a condominium, and that worked okay with a couple, but condominium life wasn’t his preference. He liked the office better. It was in a shabby old building with an absentee property owner and a few other offices that closed after five. 

His office was actually an apartment set up as an office at the front. It felt more like an old-style bachelor pad. Condos never had that feel or the proper odors of age. Joe’s alley cat, Tom, lived there and in the back alley, too. He had a pricey TV he rarely watched and was often
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