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      Chapter 1





    

    
      Barry and Chaz were living their best lives. As they stepped out the door of their newly renovated farmhouse that early spring morning, Barry took in the cool air and the sun's rays cascading through the budding Magnolia tree next to the house.

 “Isn’t it just glorious?” Barry asked with great wonder.

 “Yeah, very beautiful, come on, let’s go!” Chaz said anxiously as he trotted around the slower Barry.

     “What’s got ants in your pants this morning?” Barry asked, hoping to engage his husband in a conversation that would further delay the inevitable.

     “You’ve been moving like molasses since we got up. Now come on!” Chaz insisted.

 Recently, Chaz had been encouraging Barry to improve his health by starting their mornings with jogs along the C&O Canal Towpath, which ran adjacent to their little pocket farm at the end of Stups Ferry Road and offered an easy two-mile route from their house to the Poolesville train station and back.

     “Why are we torturing ourselves like this so early in the morning, again?” Barry asked breathlessly.

  “So, we can both be healthy and around for each other for decades to come,” Chaz answered as he lightly jogged circles around Barry.

  “What do you mean? I’m healthy,” Barry exclaimed incredulously.

 “Ah, you’re getting a little pudgy around your middle, my love. You know I’m not into the “Teddy Bear” thing.” Barry stopped running.

 “Hey, I’m healthy,” Barry declared.  “Doc Chelsey had no issues with my health at my physical last month.”

 “Hon, you just bought two new suits, a whole size larger than your other ones,” Chaz commented. “And I’ve never known you to pass up a second serving of Key Lime Pie ice cream since I’ve known you.”

 “Well, it is the best ice cream in the world,” Barry offered.

 “Yes, I know it is, but two helpings require two miles the next morning,” Chaz explained. “It’s just physics, come on, let’s go!” encouraged Chaz.

 “Yeah, hey, why are we going this way this morning?” Barry asked as Chaz turned to the right at the Towpath entrance, instead of his usual left-hand turn.

 “Don’t we usually go in the other direction toward Deerwood Station?”

 “I thought I’d mix it up, see some new scenery,” Chaz offered, “man, you are sooo rigid.”

 “I thought that’s what you liked about me,” Barry enjoined.

 “Wow, you went there,” Chaz said with mock surprise, “Come on, funny man, let’s pick up the pace.” They jogged on together, mostly in silence, for another ten minutes or so, with Chaz just ahead of Barry. Barry stopped suddenly.

 “Wait, what’s that smell?” Barry questioned.

 Chaz now stopped, too, a few yards ahead of Barry. Both men lifted their noses into the morning breeze.

 “Something’s burning. It’s coming from that way,” Chaz declared, pointing up the Towpath.

  “It’s not a wood fire,” Barry surmised. “It’s more acrid and toxic smelling,” Barry deciphered.

  “What’s that light down there?” Barry gestured down the Towpath. Both men jogged down another 500 feet to the bend in the Towpath. As they rounded the bend, the sight of an engulfed minivan came into view. 

  “What the fuck!” Chaz exclaimed.

  “Yup, that’s definitely different scenery,” Barry said in genuine surprise. 

 Chaz attempted to get closer to the burning vehicle. “I’m calling 911!” Barry said as he whipped his fanny pack around to his front and grabbed his cellphone from the pouch. He furiously dialed the numbers.

 It had been a relatively quiet shift for Martha Pratt at the Frederick County Regional Communications Center. So far, during her shift, she had only two domestic issues and one false alarm involving a stray cat, named ‘Littles’. With just 50 minutes left in her shift, her display suddenly lit up. She clicked the “answer” button, and a new incident form opened on her screen as her line connected to the call.

  “911 – what is your emergency?” Martha said calmly into her headset mic. Immediately, she heard an agitated male voice in her headphones.

  “Hi, we’re on the towpath just north of the Stups Ferry Crossing, and there’s a car on fire on the towpath,” the man said into Martha’s ear.

   “Sir,” Martha quickly typed into the incident form, “Are you the owner of the vehicle on fire?”

 “What?” the man replied abruptly, “No, no, we were just doing our morning run up the Towpath when we found it on fire.”

  Martha clicked the “dispatch” button on her screen. In several firehouses around Poolesville, alarms sounded, prompting firefighters to don their turnout gear and head to their vehicles. “What is your name, sir?” Martha asked the caller.

 “Barry, Barry Blumfeld,” Barry replied.

 “Mr. Blumfeld, what’s the number you’re calling from?” Martha asked, keeping her composure.

 “My cellphone? 240-965-9345," Barry said.

 “And what is the location of your emergency?” Martha asked as she went through her 911 response script.

  She had been doing this job for over five years and knew the script by heart. But her experience told her that sticking to the script was the best way to help the people she talked to on the other end.

 “We’re on the towpath of the C&O Canal about half a mile north of the Stups Ferry Crossing,” Barry replied. “Here, I’ll drop you a pin from my phone.”

 “Is the vehicle on fire on the towpath or seen from the towpath?”

 “Yes, it’s right on the towpath, about 50 yards ahead of us. I’m sending you some video now.”

 “Mr. Blumfeld, is anyone hurt?” Martha asked.

 “Ah, I don’t know,” Barry said. Martha could hear another man’s voice in the distance from the caller.

 “What are they saying?” the other voice asked.

 “They’re asking if anyone is hurt,” Barry shouted back.

 “No, no one that I can see,” the other voice responded. The pin and video appeared on Martha’s screen. Along with the pin, a jurisdictional notification alert was triggered.

  Since the towpath is part of the C&O Canal National Park, the National Park Service’s Investigative Services Branch and Park Police Criminal Investigation units were automatically notified of the incident. Martha quickly watched the video and saw the vehicle engulfed in flames. She forwarded both the pin and the video to the responding units.

 “We don’t think anyone’s in the van,” Barry called into the phone.

  Martha looked at the video again and saw Chaz in the frame. “Who is the other gentleman with you?” Martha asked Barry.

 “That’s my husband, Chaz, Charles Fluellen,” Barry answered. Martha grew concerned about Chaz’s proximity to the burning vehicle.

 “Sir, the two of you need to move away from that vehicle. Emergency services are en route to your location. Please step back to a safe distance from the vehicle,” Martha sternly said to Barry. She could hear Barry shouting to Chaz, “What are you doing? She said to get back here, away from the vehicle, Chaz. Get back here, please!”

 “I am coming, coming,” Martha heard and saw Chaz calling back to Barry.

  In the next moment, Martha heard a loud explosion on the phone. ‘CHAZ!’ she heard Barry scream, and then the phone tumbled to the ground. Martha called into the line, “Mr. Blumfeld, are you there? Mr. Blumfeld?” Martha quickly updated the incident type in the dispatch system to “Possible Vehicle Explosion with multiple casualties” while still calling Barry on the line. The dispatch system automatically alerted nearby EMS units, who started responding immediately.

 “Mr. Blumfeld? Mr. Blumfeld?” Martha kept calling into the line. Her inquiries went unanswered for many seconds. She could hear the roar of the burning fire and the crackling of the burning grass and bushes, but little else. Then she heard a groan.

  The fire's heat was intense. Chaz had moved a little closer to the burning vehicle to see if anyone was inside. Both car doors were wide open. Chaz couldn’t tell if that was to help someone escape or to increase airflow into the fire.

  Barry was calling to him, “They want to know if anyone’s inside.”

  Chaz peered again into the vehicle's interior, hoping to spot any recognizable human shapes. But through the flames, there was nothing of the sort. As Chaz turned back to Barry, he locked eyes with him and slowly shook his head.

 “No, no one that I can see.” As he looked around the vehicle, he noticed the fire seemed more intense in the rear than in the front. The front third was just starting to catch fire. “She said to get back here, away from the vehicle, Chaz. Get back here, please!” Barry shouted.

   “I’m coming, I’m coming,” Chaz shouted back as he turned toward Barry and began moving in his direction. Chaz felt a sudden burst of heat at his back. Simultaneously, he was lifted off his feet. He stared at Barry in shock. He started tumbling through the air. Just then, something struck him at the base of his neck. Everything went black.

  Barry instinctively shielded his face from the flash of light and heat that preceded the shock wave of the explosion. He saw Chaz tumbling through the air, his eyes locked with Chaz’s. He saw Chaz’s confusion and fear. He saw Chaz fight against the momentum of the direction he was flying, and towards him. Then he saw Chaz go limp and fall to the ground like a rag doll. Barry screamed from behind his arms, which protected his face, “CHAZ!”

  The shock wave hit Barry with full force, knocking him to the ground. As he fell, Barry felt a burning pain in his left thigh. Then everything went dark. The intense pain in his thigh roused Barry to consciousness with a loud groan. As he became aware, he heard someone calling his name repeatedly. He realized he was still holding his cellphone.

   “I’m here, I’m here,” he called into his phone. Looking down at his leg, Barry saw a chunk of thin, whitish metal sticking out of his thigh. He saw the words ‘For Lovers’ printed on the edge of the metal. He also saw the dark, almost black blood pulsing out of the wound. Barry heard the sirens of the approaching first responders growing louder. Barry could feel his life slipping away. The world around him dissolved into a greyish-white haze.

  Then Barry saw Chaz standing next to him, looking as fine and beautiful as the day they first met.

 “It’s okay, Barry, you’re okay,” Chaz spoke soothingly. Barry could only manage an excited, “Chaz!”  Extending his hand towards Barry, Chaz said, “Are you going to lie there all day? Come on, let’s go.” Barry took Chaz’s hand, and the two left together forever.

  Back at the county dispatch center, within minutes of the explosion, Martha saw the other screens in the room begin flashing frantically as multiple calls poured in from the Poolesville area. Most callers reported hearing a loud explosion near their homes. Some reported seeing a fireball rising over the train station, while others reported windows being broken. All were assured by the 911 operators who answered their calls that authorities were aware of the situation and that first responders were on the scene. 

  In that cacophony, Martha focused on trying to hear anything that would indicate life through the open line to Barry’s phone. She heard the approaching responder vehicles and the shouting of the emergency personnel as they broke out their equipment. She kept calling Barry, hoping for a response. She heard someone pick up the phone she was listening to.

 “Hello?” a voice on the other end said.

 “Hello, this is 911. I was speaking to the owner of this phone. What is his condition?” Martha asked.

  “Ma’am, this is EMT Henderson from Carroll Manor Station. Ma’am, your caller has expired from his injuries. I’m sorry, Ma’am.” Martha noted in the event form: "Call ended, 6:35 a.m., EMS on site."

  Martha then took a moment, brought her hands together in front of her face, closed her eyes, and softly recited the prayer, “Remember, O Lord, your servant, Barry, who has gone before us with the sign of faith and now rests in the grace of your peace.”

  When she opened her eyes, her supervisor, Pat, was at the side of her cubicle.

 “That was a tough one, Martha,” she said emphatically. “Shift’s almost done. Just bundle up all relevant files and send them along to ISB. Then you can knock off for the day, okay.

 “Okay, thanks, Ms. Pat, I appreciate it,” Martha said. Martha logged out of her terminal, collected her things, and left the center for the day. On her way home, she stopped at the small chapel at the end of her street. She wasn’t sure what denomination it was. It could have been a mosque, a temple, a church, or none of those. But she went into its quiet space and sat for a few minutes, reciting prayers she had learned as a child whenever an ambulance passed her schoolroom, its lights flashing and siren blaring. She prayed again for the two men from this morning’s call and for herself that she could once again go to work tomorrow and answer the phone.

  As Isadora Humboldt sat on the beach, she looked out toward the water and watched her husband, Steve, stroke powerfully through the waves toward the shore. To her intimate friends and family, she was Isa, the name her mother called her from birth. To the outside world, she was Dora.

  Lifting himself out of the shallow water, Steve casually sauntered over towards Isa. Lean and fit from years of working out as a Marine officer and later as an FBI agent, Steve checked all of Isa’s boxes. He stood at 6’2” tall with a BMI of just 19. His features were square-cut and athletic. Though he had thick hair, he kept it short, as he had throughout his military career. Beyond his good looks, Steve was a compassionate and caring individual who took people as he found them. Smart and insightful, Isa knew from the day they met that he was always fully present with her in everything they did. Steve walked across the white sand beach and up to the side-by-side lounge chairs they had claimed as their own.

 “Ma’am,” he asked Isa, “I understand that you’re a special agent with the FBI.”

 “Yes, that’s right, sir. How can I be of assistance?” Isa replied in her best matter-of-fact tone.

 “I believe a serious federal crime has been committed,” he said with great seriousness.

 “Oh really,” Isa responded, not even looking up from the material she was reading, “And what crime would that be, sir?”

 “The crime of not going in the water at this beautiful beach!” Steve announced as he shook out all the water in his hair, all over Isa.

 “Hey!” Isa shouted at him, “I’m reading here!” Steve collapsed into the lounge next to hers.

   Just as Steve checked all of Isa's boxes, the same was true of Isa for Steve. She, too, was lean, fit, and athletic, having served as a Navy helicopter pilot and as an FBI agent. She stood at 5’ 9” with piercing blue eyes, intense red hair, and fair skin, all gifts of her Celtic/Germanic heritage.

   “This is a perfect day,” Isa proclaimed, looking around the beach scene as she dried away with her towel the splashes of water Steve had deposited on her.

 “Yes,” Steve said, “This was a perfect day.”

    At first, his use of the past tense didn’t register with her. Then, as the very air around her began to cool quickly, it raised an alarm in her mind. Steve continued, “But you have to go; you’ve got work to do; people need you.” Isa became aware that something was not right. The sun began to sink below the horizon, pulling Isa with it.

 “No, I don’t want to go; I want to stay,” Isa protested. The beach, the water, the lounge chairs, even Steve began to recede and fade into the darkness. Isa continued her protests, “No, no, Steve, stay, please Steve, stay with me.”

 “I love you, Isa, always have, always will.” The joy of that beach was now replaced with the cold darkness of grief, sorrow, and loss as Isa realized she had been dreaming.

  The reality of the present and the depth of her loss crashed upon her. Steve was gone, five years dead now. She was alone. She had reached out to the side of the bed he had once occupied, but it was just cold and empty now. There would never be any joy in her life again, she thought. Her phone on the nightstand started buzzing repeatedly.

 “How can I do it?” she thought to herself. “How am I going to get through this day?” She lay there next to the space Steve had once occupied. “I can’t do it,” She thought, “I just can’t do it.”

  She lay there waiting for the darkness to take her away from all of it.

 “Get up, Missy!” another voice in her head commanded. Isa knew this voice. This was the voice that had gotten her through all the tough parts of her life. Through her childhood, puberty, high school, college, boot camp, helicopter training, losing her dad, two tours in the sandbox, the helo crash, her recovery, and losing Steve. Through it all, there was always that voice inside her that would not let her give up.

 “You know how to get through today,” the voice informed her. “You’ll get through it by doing what you always do: focus on the work. Solve the puzzle. Bring the bad guys to the bar of justice. That’s how you’ll get through today and every other day,” the voice said.

    Her cell phone continued vibrating on the nightstand next to her bed.  Isa sat up, swung her legs over the edge of the bed, and sat for a moment. She pushed all that fear and grief and sorrow back down into its box, closed and locked it.  Then she reached for her phone, flipped it open, and answered, “Humboldt.”

 “Dora, Nick,” the voice on the phone said.

 “Hey, chief, what’s going on?” Isa replied.

 “We got two dead and an exploded vehicle on the Towpath at Stups Ferry Crossing in Maryland. You’re up that way, aren’t you?” Nick asked.

 “Yeah, that’s right, chief, about 20 minutes north in Frederick City,” Isa confirmed.

 “Okay, good, head on down there and take charge. And remember the county locals we’re dealing with up there,” Nick said.

 “I remember,” Isa replied, “Chief Constable Thompson, right?’

 “Correct,” Nick replied, “Not a friend. Thinks he owns the county.” 

 “That business on the Appalachian Trail two years ago,” recalled Isa.

 “Yeah, that’s right,” Nick replied. “I’ve got our CSI team heading your way, too; they should be there within the hour,” Nick said. “And I talked with Jim Morris over at Park Police, and he said he could send a few folks your way if you need them.”

 “Copy that, chief,” Isa said.

 “And Maquire is on his way, too," Nick stated.

 “The new guy?” Isa asked.

“Yes,” the chief replied, “He needs field experience, and you’re the best I've got.” 

“Chief, this one sounds a little messy for a training camp. Besides, you know how I feel about babysitting.”

 “Dora, he’s a set of hands, eyes, and ears, and you’re going to need all of those you can get on this one,” Nick emphasized to Isa.

 “Copy that, chief,” Isa replied. She knew by the tone in his voice that he wasn’t interested in negotiating the point.

 “Leaving now, chief. ETA 20 minutes.”

 “Okay, I’ll let everyone there know to expect you,” Nick said just before hanging up.

    

  

    
      Chapter 2





    

    
      Pia Isadora Humboldt had just turned 42 a couple of months before this morning’s phone call. She was currently employed as a senior investigation officer and special agent in the Investigative Services Branch of the U.S. National Park Service. She was based at the ISB's Atlantic Field Office, which covers all National Park Service properties in the 19 eastern states from Maine to Florida. She has been with the ISB for just over four years, joining the agency at Nick’s invitation a little more than a year after her husband’s passing.

    Agent Humboldt rolled up to the scene at the Towpath of the C&O Canal at Stups Ferry Landing.  As she drove over the cantilever bridge spanning the canal, she saw, to her left, a scene of absolute tranquility, with several flowering magnolia trees swaying slightly in the gentle breeze. The vast expanse of the Potomac River lay just beyond those. To her right was the C&O Canal. It always amazed her how such beauty and serenity could coexist so close to complete disaster. She often saw such dichotomies while flying search-and-rescue missions in the Navy. Isa scanned the incident area for the other ISB team members. Among the fire trucks, ambulances, and police cars, Isa spotted the newest member of her team, Agent Rob Maquire.

     At just 29, Maquire was a high achiever: a magna cum laude graduate of Harvard and second in his class at Yale Law School.  He had applied to several criminal investigation agencies within the federal government. ISB was one of the first to reach out to him. It seems to be just what he was looking for, too. Serious criminal investigative work, but not too extreme, mostly tangential to the serious stuff. And that suited him just fine.

    As Isa stepped out of her vehicle, she called over to Maquire, “Agent Maquire, sit-rep?” Maquire turned his attention immediately toward Isa as she approached him.

   “We have two DBs that seem to be victims of the VXB. Both DBs show shrapnel-type injuries,” Maquire called to Isa over the roar of the firehoses putting water on the burning vehicle wreckage and the area around it.

   “What can you tell me about this location?” Isa questioned the newest agent on the team.

   “This area is known as Stups Ferry Landing and is part of Chesapeake and Ohio Canal National Historical Park, also known as the C&O Canal. Originally, a commercial waterway stretching 184 miles along the Potomac River from Washington, D.C., to Cumberland, MD. One of the first national transportation projects undertaken by the U.S.,” Rob recited. He looked at Isa to see if she was impressed with his encyclopedic knowledge. Isa was taking a detailed look at elements of the scene. Maquire wasn’t sure if she had heard his answer.

 “And because it’s part of the national park system, any violation of federal law that occurs within its property lines falls within our jurisdiction to investigate.”

 “Very good, Agent Maquire,” Isa complimented, “It’s essential that you continually learn as much as you can about all the parks in our jurisdiction. Knowing and understanding a place's history can be extremely helpful in our investigations. Got that?” 

 “Copy that, ma’am,” Rob replied.

 “Okay, first off,” Isa started as the two agents walked toward the area where the burning van was, “It’s Dora when it’s just us or our team, and Agent Humboldt when non-ISB people are about, got it,” Isa explained. Rob nodded his head.

   “Do we have IDs for the vics yet?” Isa inquired.

 “Neither have IDs on them,” Maquire responded, “but based on the 911 call, they appear to be the bystanders who called in the fire. They just got caught in the explosion’s kill zone. The guy with the phone in his hand would be the caller, Barry Blumfeld, Esquire, and the other guy would be his spouse, Charles “Chaz” Fluellen, local shop owner. They lived just down the road and were out for their usual morning run when they came across the burning vehicle. This is according to the 911 operator.”  Just then, ISB’s CSI van pulled up to the site.

   “Why are there County Constables walking all over our crime scene?” Isa asked.

   “They were the first on the scene, then offered to help sweep the scene with me,” Maquire responded.     

   “Yeah, okay, lesson one, Agent Maquire: no one sweeps our crime scenes except ISB personnel. Got that?”

   “Copy that, ma’am,” Maquire replied seriously.

   “Get those constables back to the access road. If they want to help, have them secure the entrance,” Isa commanded, “and let’s get the ICC set up over next to the CSI vehicle.” Maquire nodded and moved to implement Isa’s order, shepherding the local County Constables down the access road toward the entrance. The CSI team was breaking out their gear and starting towards the DBs.

  Just then, the firefighter hosing down the wreckage turned the hose off and yelled out, “Yo! Got another DB in the wreckage!” Immediately, everyone’s attention turned toward the vehicle wreckage. Mary Backo, lead CSI, motioned for two of her team to continue to the other two bodies on the road while she walked over to the wreckage and peered into the section where the body lay. A couple of minutes later, Isa and Rob walked up to the wreckage, now extinguished.

 “Morning, Mary,” Isa said matter-of-factly.

 “Dora, hell of a way to start the day,” Mary replied.

 “Tell me about it. Won’t get that smell out of my nostrils for a couple of days. What’d you got?” Isa asked.

 “From what I can see, it looks like a male, mid to late thirties,” Mary speculated as she peered at the body.   Just then, Rob moved around Isa to get a look at the vehicle.

 “Oh fuck!” Rob exclaimed. He then quickly turned away from the scene and began to retch, moving toward the edge of the towpath.

Mary stood up and stretched her back. Looking matter-of-factly at Isa, they both said together, “Virgin.”

  Rob continued to retch.

 “Hey! Stop contaminating my crime scene, dude,” Mary yelled over to Maquire. “Someone, give him a hand.” One of Backo’s team members moved over to assist Rob with the cleanup. Rob took the paper towels and the bottle of water, then waved the tech off. The tech placed a yellow item marker on the ground beside Rob, then photographed the affected area.

   “Isn’t this the type of thing you used to do as a swabbie rotorhead over there in the sandbox?” Backo asked, “You know, blow shit up from the sky?”

 “Nah, that wasn’t me; that was them asshole psychos with big dicks that liked to do that shit. I just looked for people and brought them home, you know, search and rescue. I did it, and I taught it.”

 “I heard you have a big dick,” Bocko commented.

 “Me? Nah, rumors and innuendo. Mine’s merely average. I make it feel big,” Isa commented.

 “How do you do that?” Backo inquired.

 “It’s all in the hips, baby, all in the hips,” Isa reported.

 “Huh, good to know,” Backo said.

 “Well, you know the rule about big dicks, don’t you?” Isa asked Backo.

 “Enlighten me,” Backo replied.

   “Never show it till you have to,” Isa said, “but if you have to, make sure everyone in the room is well and truly fucked before you leave.”

   “Wow, with a mouth like that, you really are a swabbie, and to think your mother was a nun,” Backo observed.

   “Hm,” Isa acknowledged, “And Dad was a priest. But enough about me, the more important question is which big dick caused all this and why.”

   “Fortunately, the who and why are above my pay grade,” Backo said.

   “Okay, well, this is in your pay grade; Why isn’t the burn vic in pieces all over the scene from the explosion?” Isa inquired.

   “Well, if I had to guess, and that’s all it would be at this point.”

   “Noted,” Isa nodded.

   “I’d say the back seat shielded it from the majority of the blast.  You see, explosive energy follows the path of least resistance. Seats are bolted down securely for obvious reasons. Liftgates, not so much. Which turned out to be bad news for those two fellas over there,” Mary said, motioning to Chaz and Barry’s bodies.

  “Any indication as to the COD for this one?” Isa asked.

  “Again, with the usual caveats, there seem to be two bullet holes in the chest, so I’m thinking that might have played a role,” Mary sarcastically speculated.

   “Okay, thanks, smart ass.” Isa retorted.

    A recovered Agent Maquire caught sight of an NPS police van pulling up onto the towpath from the access road some 20 yards beyond the crime scene. A handful of officers stepped out of the truck. Maquire made his way over to the group. 

   “Agent Humboldt?” Maquire called. “These folks said they were sent here by the chief?”  “Yes, Agent Maquire, that’s right,” Isa responded. “Chief told me they were coming to help with the search of the crime scene. Get them situated. I want them to search the Towpath 100 yards in both directions. Then have them double back along the river and canal banks.”

 “Copy that,” Maquire replied, still clearing his throat from the retching effects. Isa and Backo then walked over to where the two victims lay.

 “Wahda ya got, Tommy?” Backo said as she approached the forensic tech crouched over the victim nearest to the car wreck.

   “White male, approximately mid-40s, appears to have been hit by some shrapnel from the explosion. See here…,” CSI Tommy Lynch reported as he pointed to the injuries at the base of the victim’s neck, “Death was almost instantaneous.” 

   “You got all the photos you need?” Backo asked. 

   “Yes, ma’am,” Lynch replied.

   “Okay, let’s get ‘em back to the lab. Cici?”

  Backo called over the CSI tech standing by the other body.

 “Yes, boss?” Cici Morton replied.

 “How you doin’?” Backo asked as she turned toward the second body, walked over to it, and bent over Morton to get a closer look.

   “Got a male, mid to late forties,” Morton started to report, “appears to have been in good health, slightly overweight. Heavy blood loss from a deep laceration in the lower left thigh, most likely the COD. Got what looks like part of a license plate embedded in the inner mid-thigh area. I gave it a little tug, but I’m thinking it’s most likely embedded in the femur.” 

   “Got all your photos?” Backo asked Morton.

   “Yes, boss, all done there,” Morton replied.

   “Okay, back to the lab with this one, too.” Backo directed. 

    Straightening up, Backo pivoted and started walking toward the auto wreckage. “Jay?” she called out, “What you got?” Jay Swanson is an expert in interpreting crime scenes.

 “It looks to me,” Swanson started, “that the van came up along the Towpath from the east entrance about 50 yards in that direction. It stopped here for some reason, most likely cause it’s the closest to the river,” Swanson detailed. “It looks to me like something was being unloaded,” Swanson added.

 “How so?” Isa asked.

 “Well, I got lots of footprints, at least three to four individuals, including the vic, all around the vehicle. They may have been on both sides, but the firehose obliterated all the signs on the canal side. There was an altercation just to the side of the vehicle on the riverside. See the kicked-up path stones alongside the vehicle. Then pop, pop, the vic falls back into the vehicle’s open backseat well. Car’s set alight,” Swanson explained.

    Just then, a voice called out from the riverbank, “Special Agent Humboldt? Over here, ma’am.” Isa and Mary turned toward the riverbank and caught sight of Park Police Officer Billy Carter with his hand raised, bidding them over. Initially, Isa and Backo headed toward Carter. Swanson soon joined them. Carter was standing near the river’s edge and was pointing to a groove cutting into the riverbank.

   “It looks like something came ashore here,” Carter said, “Maybe a sixteen- to twenty-footer, shallow draft. The cut's edges are still sharp and distinct. Got four individual sets of fresh tracks going up the bank and onto the Towpath. But that’s not the biggest news.” 

   “What’s the biggest news?” Isa asked.

  Carter pulled a plastic evidence bag from his back pocket and handed it to Isa. Inside the evidence bag was a piece of green wood with white lettering. The imprinting read – LOT M2GA2 Comp 12. Isa stared at the wood for a moment.

   “Is this what I think it is?” Isa asked in muted shock.

   “Well, I wasn’t sure,” Carter replied, “Until I saw these two gems at my feet.” Isa turned her attention away from the bag in her hand and looked at the ground at Carter’s feet.

    There, lying slightly submerged in the mud at the water’s edge, were two Mark Two hand grenades, otherwise known as pineapples. The eyes of both women flew wide open.  All three of them were clearly standing in a single hand grenade’s kill zone, let alone two of them.

   “Everyone, stay cool,” Isa cautioned, “I’m going to lean down and take a closer look.”

    Isa bent down on one knee and peered closely at the two grenades. “Okay, I’m not seeing any wires attached to either one. The pins look intact. Carter, pick up your left foot, the one that’s in the water, and rotate your body toward the bank and place your foot there. Then, with your right arm, reach out toward Backo.  Mary reached out, took hold of his arm, and helped him up onto the bank. “Let me know when you’re there; go now!” Isa directed. In one swift action, Carter and Backo did as Isa had instructed.

     The grenades, firmly in the mud of the riverbank, didn’t budge during the movement. “Okay, we’re clear!” Mary called out as the two of them scampered up the bank to the Towpath. Isa, still staring intently at the grenades, got back up on both her feet and slowly moved back up the bank until she, too, stood on the flat surface of the Towpath. 

   “Carter,” Isa said, “I want a red tape cordon 30 ft either side of those things”.

  “Copy that, Boss,” Carter replied.

   “Well, this party is going to get a bit livelier,” Backo commented as Isa reached into her coat pocket to retrieve her smartphone. Isa rolled her eyes in response as she keyed into her phone.

    Just then, Agent Maquire came walking up to Isa. “Ma’am, Swanson found these on the ground by the vehicle,” Maquire said as he offered Isa an evidence bag with what looked to be broken black discs inside. She reached out for the bag Maquire was offering.

   “And what do we think these are?” Isa asked, examining the disks through the bag.

   “Swanson thinks they’re RFID or air tags. But not the commercial kind,” Maquire eagerly offered.

   “Hmmph,” Isa grunted as she acknowledged Maquire’s statement.  “Hey, Jay,” Isa called as she started walking over to where Swanson was standing. Maquire followed. “So, if not commercial RFID, then what?” Isa asked.

 “Well, the numbers on the exterior and what I can see of the inside electronics make me think either military, intel, or high-end law enforcement,” Jay stated matter-of-factly.

  “Interesting, hmmm,” Isa pondered, “So, we got weapons being moved and some or all of those weapons being tracked by someone,” Isa hypothesized. “So, this whole thing could be a sting operation gone bad, with some major collateral damage?” Isa said, looking at Maquire and anticipating his feedback.

   “Ah, yes, well, it could be that, or three separate incidents that all happened in the same spot,” Rob nervously offered.

   “You think so?” Isa asked.

 “I’m not sure, Agent Humboldt; I don’t think we’ve got enough information just yet to say for certain,” Maquire hesitantly suggested.

   “What are your doubts?” Isa asked.

 “Well,” Rob started, “the grenades could be completely unrelated, and we haven’t ruled out any involvement by the two vics on the Towpath. And the RFID disks could be from something else altogether,” Rob postulated.

   “All valid points, Agent Maquire,” Isa replied. “Agent Maquire, Rob, right?” Isa started, “Rob, as ISB agents, what is our role in this situation?”

   “Determine what crimes have been committed, who committed those crimes, and bring the guilty to justice.”

 “Nice, condensed answer. Well done,” Humboldt started, “But not quite right. First, and this is important to remember as we work our cases, we don’t bring anybody to justice; that’s a fallacy. It is the court system that dispenses justice to those who violate the law. Our role is to collect and analyze as much evidentiary and physical information as we can within the limited time we’re given to establish the facts of the case and present them to federal prosecutors to determine the appropriate legal actions. We don’t determine guilt or innocence. What we determine, to the best of our ability, is what happened, who did what, why they did what they did, and to whom, if appropriate, they did it, not necessarily in that order. Given the situation we're facing here this morning, we’re currently in the data-gathering phase of our investigation. Collecting as much data as we can at this scene will help us trace the chain of actions back to answer the fundamental questions I just outlined. Does that all make sense?”

 “Yes, Ma’…,” Maquire started to reply, then corrected himself, “Yes, Agent Humboldt.”

  “Not comfortable with first-name thing, yet,” Isa observed, “no probs, you’ll get there.”  Isa walked out into the center of the Towpath and called out, “Team leads in the ICC in five, please.” 

    Backo from the ISP-CSI, Luke Jones from the Park Police team, Lt. Santos from the fire company that responded to the scene, and Maquire all gathered under the dark blue canopy of the ICC (incident command center).

   “I’d like to get a sit-rep from each of you. Let’s start with Fire/EMS,” Isa started.

    Santos started, “The fire is completely extinguished, as well as all collateral hotspots in the area. We’ve laid down fuel-lift material near the car wreckage to pick up any unburned fuel spilled on the ground. We’ve cleared the wreck for the CSI to do their thing, and my guys are standing by to assist with the body extraction from the vehicle.”

   “Thanks, Renaldo,” Isa said.  “Luke?” Isa inquired of the Park Police team lead. 

   “Yeah, we walked the hundred yards on either side of the wreck area. All items of interest have been collected, bagged, and tagged, except for the obvious pineapples by the water’s edge. I got two guys standing just outside the tape keeping an eye on those gems, till the FBI gets here,” Jones reported.

   “FBI?” Maquire questioned.

   “Any time explosives are present at a crime scene on our patch, the FBI is brought in along with ATF to deal with them,” Isa explained.

    Jones continued, “My team did as you requested, plus a little more. It appears the vehicle used the access road to enter the canal property. We found tire tracks matching the vehicles at the entrance off New Design Road, and the chain securing the gate appears to have been cut. We picked up some items of interest. Near where the vehicle was parked on the Towpath, we found some fresh cigarette butts. Found a burner phone in the brush; we think it belonged to the burn victim. And a Glock 43.”

   “So, Luke, why here, do you think? What’s your assessment?” Isa asked.

   “Well,” Luke started, “this site is currently closed but scheduled for renovations next year if the funding comes through. It’s not currently staffed, lacks surveillance equipment, and isn't patrolled often. It’s located at the very southern tip of the county; it’s very rural, there aren’t any developments down in this way, so the locals don’t come down here that often, either. And that area that’s taped off now?” Luke said, pointing to the taped-off area around the explosives, “that’s an old boat landing; it’s just covered in river silt and overgrown now. So, a good access point from the main road and the river. Perfect drop-off or pickup location if you don’t want to be seen picking up or dropping off, and if it’s by boat, this time of year, when the river is high with melt water, and with the right boat, you could go quite a ways up either the Potomac or Shenandoah.”  “Thanks, Luke,” Isa acknowledged.

  “Mary?”  Isa inquired.

   “Okay, we got three victims in all,” Mary started, “Two males, late 30s to early 40s, on the ground about ten to 15 yards from the spot of the vehicle explosion. Their external injuries are consistent with shrapnel injuries. Both were fatal. Then we got vic number three, wrapped up in the car seat. Quite heavily burned, but that doesn’t appear at first glance to be the COD. We’ve observed two bullet-like wounds at the center of mass in the chest. This vic is also male, late 20s to early 30s. We’ll know more once we get ‘em on the table. Coroner’s van and flatbed tow truck for the vehicle just pulled up on site.” “Thanks, Mary,” Isa said.

   “Lt. Santos, how long will it take to get the burn vic out of the back seat?” Isa asked.

   “Not too long at all,” Santos answered. “The boys are just about to get started cutting away the seat from the body.”

    Backo piped up, “Ah, if you don’t mind, I’d like to oversee that, Dora, make sure we don’t lose any bits.”

   “Sure, Mary, go ahead,” Isa answered. Backo wheeled about and followed Santos out of the tent. Just as Backo and Santos were leaving the tent, two new individuals entered.

 “Agent Humboldt?” one of the latest arrivals asked.

 “Yes?” Isa answered.

 “Special Agent James with the FBI,” the taller of the two new arrivals said. “This is Special Agent Bertazoni of the ATF.

   “We understand you have a grenade problem you need seen to,” Agent Bertazoni injected.

 “Why yes, yes we do,” Isa retorted.

 “Great, we got our disposal experts here with us. If you’d point us to where those pesky critters are, we’ll take care of them for you,” Bertazoni replied.

   “This is Sergeant Jones of NPS PPD, and my associate Agent Maquire with the ISB,” Isa said, motioning to the other two people in the ICC with her.  “Sergeant Jones can show you to them. Sergeant?” Isa said.

   “Yes, ma’am,” Jones replied. Jones and Bertazoni departed the tent together.

   “Agent Humboldt, perhaps I could get a rundown of the full situation here if you don’t mind?” Agent James requested.

   “Sure,” Isa answered.

   “By the way, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but you were with the Bureau a few years ago, weren’t you, Ma’am?” Agent James asked.

 “Yes, that's right,” Isa replied, “And it’s Dora. When you call me Ma’am, I think my mom has just shown up.”

 “I knew your husband,” Agent James offered. “I took a couple of the classes he taught at Quantico. He was an excellent agent and a good guy. He helped me become a better agent. I’m sorry for your loss.” Isa stopped for a moment and visualized Steve teaching, the joy on his face as he saw his students start to get what he was teaching.

 “Yeah, he was a good guy,” Isa said quietly, “kinda guess that’s why I married him.” James nodded in mutual agreement.

    For the next 15 minutes, Isa laid out everything her team knew about the incident and the pieces of evidence they had collected so far.

 “Okay, well, thanks for the review,” James said when Isa had finished her incident review.

 “Does the Bureau have a specific interest in this?” Isa asked.

  “I don’t think so,” Agent James started, “Not beyond where the pineapples came from and who had them.” Isa could hear a slight strain in his voice as he said this to her, like a vibration from an untrimmed rotor blade. She knew instantly he wasn’t telling her the whole truth.

    Ever since her recovery from the helicopter crash in service, Isa had the uncanny ability to tell when someone wasn’t telling the truth. It was a gift with a double edge, though. It helped her a lot in her work over the years, but it could also be cruel when she wanted to believe the lie. She came to understand her new ability as a heightened sense of sound. As a pilot, her awareness of her craft’s conditions very much relied on all the vibrations and noises the craft made while in operation.  If something on the craft wasn’t working right, it was usually preceded by a strange, unusual sound being heard. This active listening is a skill many pilots develop over time as part of their environmental awareness, enabling them to ‘feel’ their craft’s operational condition and act when necessary to prevent catastrophic failure.

    With her equilibrium impaired by the crash, Isa just assumed her heightened auditory awareness was compensation for what was missing. To the few she ever discussed it with, she described it like “water running in a stream. If the stream is open and free of obstacles, the water flows freely and makes minimal sound. But if rocks or branches obstruct the flow, the water makes a different, louder sound as it strains to get around those obstacles.  No one had been able to fool her since she became aware of this aural differential. No one at the office knew about her specific talent, and she had no interest in telling them, for fear of attracting any social weirdness. It was enough just dealing with the mild but constant, passive-aggressive misogyny of some of her male colleagues.

    Isa knew immediately there was more to the bureau’s interest in this incident than James was letting on. But she decided not to push the issue with Agent James just yet, as there were other things to do. She would make the chief aware of the bureau’s interest shortly, though, and he would start to sniff out what was going on behind the scenes. He was much better at that kind of stuff than Isa was. It was just at that moment that a new face appeared in the ICC.

   “Agent Humboldt?” the new arrival called out.

   “Here, ma’am,” Isa replied with her hand raised slightly. Isa knew this new face well. “Superintendent Kirby, good morning,” Isa said, greeting the new arrival.

   “Not such a good morning from my perspective, Agent Humboldt. What the hell’s happened to my park?” asked Kirby. Alicia Kirby was the Superintendent of the C&O National Memorial Park and, as its head administrator, was responsible for all 185 miles of parkland that the national monument entailed. A stout African American woman of all five foot five, she walked briskly and powerfully through the tent to where Isa was standing. Behind her trailed a slim, tall Caucasian man dressed all in green with the signature tan campaign hat atop his head, Jim Hinkley, chief park ranger for the C&O.

   “There was a vehicle fire that resulted in an explosion of its fuel tank, which fatally injured two joggers. We also just discovered a third victim in the vehicle, so three fatalities in all, so far,” Isa reported.

   “So far?” Kirby asked incredulously, “Are you expecting more?”

   “No, no, we don’t think so,” Isa replied.

   “I hope not,” Kirby remarked, “So what, was this a squatting campervan that caught fire and blew up accidentally or something more nefarious?”

  “We’re leaning towards the nefarious side of things right now,” Isa said.

   “Why that?” Kirby asked. “Well, the third victim appears to have two bullet holes in his chest,” Isa explained.

   “Good lord!” Kirby quietly exclaimed.

   “Yes, it’s a bit of an evolving situation right now, as more things are discovered,” Isa commented.

   “Oh, I see. Well, you have the complete support of the park and its staff. Anything you need, just let Jim know, directly, right Jim?” Kirby said.

   “Yes, ma’am, Agent Humboldt, the Park Rangers are at your disposal,” the Chief Ranger confirmed quickly.

   “Thank you, ma’am, ranger; your team has already been a very great help to us,” Isa added.

   “Okay, we’ll leave you to it. But if you could, I’d appreciate regular updates on the investigation's progress. Thank goodness this part of the park is currently closed. At least you don’t have citizens trying to hike or bike through your crime scene. Find out what happened here, Agent Humboldt, and who’s responsible for this chaos.”

   “Indeed, ma’am,” Isa responded, “We’ll do our very best; you can count on it.”

 “Rest assured,” Kirby said firmly, “I will.” With that, the Superintendent and Chief Ranger for the C&O departed the tent, returned to their vehicles, and exited the park via the service entrance beyond the press line.

  As Isa stepped out of the ICC with Agent James, Maquire approached. “Agent Humboldt,” Rob started, “CSI is just about wrapped, ATF has collected the ordnance, the coroner has packed up the bodies, and they’re just about ready to depart. Local fire, EMS and constables have all also departed. Park Police are standing by to pack up
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DEFINITIONS

"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright

Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may

include source files, build scripts and documentation.



"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the

copyright statement(s).



"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as

distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).



"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,

or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the

Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a

new environment.



"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical

writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.



PERMISSION & CONDITIONS

Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining

a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,

redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font

Software, subject to the following conditions:



1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,

in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.



2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,

redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy

contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be

included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or

in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or

binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.



3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font

Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding

Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as

presented to the users.



4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font

Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any

Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the

Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written

permission.



5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,

must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be

distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to

remain under this license does not apply to any document created

using the Font Software.



TERMINATION

This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are

not met.



DISCLAIMER

THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,

EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF

MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT

OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE

COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,

INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL

DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING

FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM

OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




