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Prologue
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In any free and open society there exist individuals who believe they can further their own ideological beliefs by causing injury and destruction to person and property.  These individuals seek to remain invisible in the midst of the citizenry even as they concoct violent schemes against their neighbors.  

Where do the brave people come from who have the potential to stop such acts against the innocent and unsuspecting?  Who are the heroes?  Often they arise from the same unsuspecting people; they are individuals ordinary in every way except that at the crucial moment when fate forces them to make a decision, they manage to overcome shock and fear to do something noble.

This is the story of such individuals.
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Chapter 1

[image: image]


Paiute Reservation, Utah, Thursday the 9th, Early Evening

Tommy Galiwee gripped the horse's ribs firmly with his knees and raised himself up high enough to scan the landscape ahead.  His dark eyes burned with fire, his long black ponytail swished in the hot, dry breeze that kissed his dark cheeks, cheeks that already bore traces of weather lines.  Legends of Geronimo filled his head.  For the moment, Tommy envisioned himself as a proud warrior contemplating his enemy and the ensuing battle.  Somewhere hiding among the rocks up the dry wash the white cavalry waited in ambush.  An adrenaline rush surged through Tommy's veins.  The thrill of battle seized him as it did every time he fought the enemy in Cavalry Canyon.  

Glancing behind him at the imaginary war party waiting for his signal, he raised his right arm high, holding his bow proudly overhead.  With a loud war whoop, he dug his heels into Chief's flanks and the dusty tan, old mustang charged down the dry riverbed.  The horse still had some spunk in him and, drawing intensity from his youthful rider, was momentarily transformed into the warhorse of Tommy’s fantasies.  While his body rose and fell in tune with the galloping horse, Tommy deftly brought his bow down to ready position.  Expertly he pulled an arrow out of his handmade deerskin waist pouch and nocked it in his well-used Bear 60-lb compound bow.  He drew back ready to fire on the first white soldier he saw.  

Griping the modern bow, Tommy wondered whether the Apaches could have held off the white onslaught a bit longer if they had had bows like this.

Down the deepening draw they flew, the walls climbing up around them.  Interspersed between the gray, dried scrub brush, black boulders of volcanic rock littered the dry riverbed forming a natural obstacle course.  Tommy loved to race through the twists and turns on Chief’s back.  The pair dashed down the center of the wash, gliding left then right as they weaved around the bigger rocks.  Chief flowed over smaller rocks in the middle of their path, sailing over them as if he could fly. The faithful horse drew strength from somewhere; his old bones always seemed to grow younger when Tommy took him out for war games.  Maybe the horse, too, dreamed of battle.

Fifty yards down the draw, the arroyo took a hard right turn.  Hidden around the corner by the high dirt walls, the floor of the dry riverbed sloped upward.  Even though he couldn’t see them, Tommy knew the white soldiers waited around that bend, knew because he’d put the tumbleweed-stuffed shirt-and-pant dummies there.  To Tommy, that seemed like the best place for an ambush, where you could catch your enemy unaware.  He didn’t want his targets to be too obvious.

At the turn Chief slipped like a wraith around the tight corner, his chipped and splintered, unshod hooves landing firmly, digging into the dusty red and yellow-tan earth for traction.  Tommy leaned with the horse as if they were one being.  Chief knew the run so well Tommy didn't have to guide the horse.  As they flew past the last huge boulder that marked the end of the turn, Tommy sighted down the arrow, anticipating that first target.  The ghost of Geronimo rode beside him.

Horse and rider swept around the last curve in a blur.  To his left Tommy spotted the first weed-filled cavalryman valiantly holding his ground.  The tattered blue flannel shirt was stuffed with springy dry tumbleweeds making a barrel chest, the arms of the shirt spotted with tufts of broken straw-colored weeds sticking out of previous arrow holes.  Golden strands poked out from the end of the sleeves to form skeletal hands.  Tommy aimed, and then at full gallop, let the arrow fly.  With a thunk it pierced the breast of the first target, cutting easily through what was left of the tattered shirt, sending a puff of crispy twig fragments into the still air.  

Almost immediately Tommy had a second arrow out of the quiver, nocked and ready.  He zeroed in on the second target, this one to his right, and sent the arrow into it.  Then a third, but this time Tommy heard the arrow chink hard into solid stone and guessed he’d missed, and worse, had probably broken the arrow.  No time to think about it.  Horse and rider charged ahead, racing down the zigzag course of the dry canyon turning right then left, all the way to the end of the draw.  Almost too fast for the eye to follow, Tommy drew and fired, sending arrows swiftly into one stuffed soldier after another.  At the far end of the arroyo, Tommy reined in Chief and paused to tally his performance.  The horse obediently came to a halt, breathing hard.  Tommy’s mental count was out of twenty soldier targets, nineteen had been wounded or killed and only one had gotten away cleanly.  One missed shot out of twenty.  Pretty good, he thought, but he’d done better.

He brought Chief around using his knees and started back down the arroyo the way he’d come.  He kept Chief at a walk.  A good run, he thought, nineteen hits, twelve fatal and only one miss.  He was getting better, so much better that his friends had quit coming out to the dry riverbed to ride and shoot.  They never were better than 50-50 with bow and arrow, and Tommy had insisted “no guns.”  Might as well be a white man if you were going to use a gun.  

His friends had all kinds of excuses, even called Tommy a flake, claiming it was a kids’ game.  A game that they constantly reminded him had to end sooner or later.  Even though they had few plans for themselves, they were quick to advise Tommy that he needed to be realistic.  Shooting arrows at dummies wasn't going to get him anywhere.  Tommy didn’t care.  

Besides, Tommy told himself, few of the boys his age on the reservation had any idea what they would do after high school graduation.  Most of them, including Tommy, didn’t see any options anyway, so from Tommy’s perspective, why not run Cavalry Canyon?  

There was always an exception, thought Tommy.  Chester Hopping-Hawk was one young Indian who had a plan.  He’d taken to learning the old ways of farming, Paiute ways without modern pesticides and fertilizers.  Though the tribal council wasn’t necessarily in favor of using tribal land for farming, they hadn’t voted it down yet either.  And with the growing market for organic produce, Chester saw a chance to become a successful organic farmer.  Chester was the exception.

Some of the others were apathetic about their future and grudgingly accepted their fate, complacently planning to remain on the reservation to live out their days.  There was always talk about moving to the city, getting a job.  Tommy doubted any would actually follow through and he knew he wasn’t any better.  Dreaming of being a warrior wasn’t any more realistic.

But now the light was fading, reminding Tommy of the hour.  He raised his gaze to the West and noticed the sun had become a fiery orange disc resting on the canyon rim, its last rays casting long, gray shadows down the arroyo.  Time to go home.  Father demanded that Tommy be home for supper, after which he’d have the pleasure of helping his mother with the dishes.  From his perspective it was a chore beneath him.  He did it because Father said so.  Tommy wanted to be a warrior like the Apache, not a reservation Paiute.  Tommy’s father discouraged that kind of thinking as a childish fantasy.

And right now, Tommy knew his father would have little patience if he was late, even worse if his father caught him riding Chief back from Cavalry Canyon.  Father called it foolishness.  He forbid it.  Rather than bring down his father's wrath, Tommy headed home.  It was time to turn back into a reservation Indian, with little hope and few choices.

He slid off Chief and walked along the gulch.  The horse obediently shuffled behind him, the vigor gone now that the battle was over.  Tommy retrieved his arrows, pushing the stuffed soldiers back upright if they’d fallen over, noting the condition of each dummy as he went.  It had been a long time since he’d re-packed the soldiers with weeds.  Some of the targets had been hit so many times that they were coming apart.  Tattered holes let so much of the brittle tumbleweed spill out that soon his arrows would be hitting straight into the rocks.  He needed to go down to the abandoned irrigation canal where he usually gathered tumbleweeds.  The end of that rock-lined channel acted like a dam that collected the windblown branches making it easy for Tommy to get stuffing material.  

And it wasn’t only the stuffing that needed attention.  The dummies’ clothing needed repair or replacement, too.  Before long he'd have to get new shirts and pants for his target army or bring a needle and thread and patch them up.  Not today.

Once Tommy had retrieved all his arrows, he whipped his right leg up and over the horse’s back and settled Chief into a slow trot for the ride home.  He rode over low, rolling hills to the Santa Clara River and followed the shallow trickle that was the summer water flow until he reached the knee-deep pool at the base of the bluff behind his house.  Here the riverbed had cut a steep bank into the hillside, carved in the past during high water, and gouged away the bottom to form a small reservoir.  Scattered cottonwood trees and bushy willows outlined the pool, clinging to the moisture the river provided.  It was cooler in their shade offering some relief from the sweltering heat.  Out of sight above him lay the reservation houses that made up the Paiute settlement.  

Tommy paused a moment, letting his thoughts return briefly to his latest war game, bringing a sense of satisfaction, short-lived as it was.

Splashing across the shallow pool to the grassy flat on the other side, Tommy brought Chief to a halt.  He slipped down off the horse’s back and led it over to the remnants of the morning’s bale of hay that lay scattered under the trees.  He hobbled Chief, patted him on the rump and started for the steeper slope that led up to his house.  Years ago, Tommy used to take Chief up the dirt cliff to stay behind the house.  Now it was too difficult a climb, and besides, the pool and shade were better for the horse.

Tommy slung his bow over his shoulder and scrambled up the loose dirt on his hands and knees until he reached the top of the slope.  Stepping onto the broad flat hilltop, Tommy could see most of the government-issue pre-fab houses that made up the Shivwits town.  They were all white, small, cut from one mold.  Here and there some had carports and sheds added.  Otherwise they were stiflingly identical.  A couple of leafy cottonwood trees stood like sentinels on either side of Tommy’s house.  He was glad to note that his father’s pickup was not parked by the house.

Tommy walked across the short stretch of open ground that separated the edge of the cliff from the dead-end, blacktopped road that was his street.  Pebbles, dry loose dirt crunched under foot and clumps of cheat grass swished against his pants as he walked toward the pavement.  Once Tommy got to the blacktop he stepped up the pace.  It was only a couple of hundred feet to the front of his house and he quickly reached what passed for his yard.  He cut off the road and angled in behind the house.  Tommy went straight to the weathered shed that stood like an abandoned outpost behind his house.  He pulled open the graying, splintering wooden door and stashed the bow and quiver of arrows above the toolbox in the topmost shelf.  Since his father had not yet returned from Cedar City, Tommy felt confident that his war party had gone unnoticed.
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Chapter 2
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Chicago, Friday the 10th, Late Morning

FBI agent Bert Shilling glared at the summary intelligence report.  As always, the report was filled with potential threats, but one in particular had Bert’s attention.  Military weapons were being smuggled into the United States.  It was not likely they were for collectors.  Reports on weapons traffic weren’t something new; almost every daily report had notations about suspicious shipments, most of which turned out to be false when the FBI managed to intercept them.  But lately the reports were more ominous; the threat seemed more immediate.  Yet there was nothing specific only a gut feel.  

Perspiration dampened Bert’s forehead.  If his deductions based on the report were correct and the wrong people got their hands on these weapons, this was the big one.  Innocent Americans were going to die, maybe lots of them.  Unless he could stop it.  

God!  What was it his mother used to say, “Be careful what you wish for.”  When Bert had been assigned to investigate bank robberies, he’d longed for this kind of adrenaline rush.  Now that it was right in front of him, he had a momentary desire to be back in his old cubby, the cozy cubicle he had been allocated when he was still a field agent.  For the first time in his career, he had a real office to go along with the promotion he’d gotten six months ago.  Yep, Agent-in-Charge of Counter-terrorist Activities for the Central Region.  That was him and he’d earned it, damn it.  Twenty-three years with the Bureau and the higher-ups finally recognized his talent and loyalty.  No more bank robberies or fraud investigations for him.  His responsibilities now included national security.  He was a major cog in the wheel that protected the safety of every citizen.  Despite congratulations when he’d left, Bert was sure some of his former colleagues were envious.  Actually, Bert had to admit he enjoyed his new prestige.

He pushed aside his black coffee cup and laid the report down, pausing for a moment.  He slipped off his silvery wire-rimmed reading glasses.  Leaning back in his cushy swivel chair he rubbed the bridge of his nose with his right thumb and forefinger to relieve the pressure where the glasses sat.  And then with both hands, he massaged his forehead, eyes and face.  His starched white shirt strained against a growing waist, possibly from far-too-frequent lunches out with coworkers. Bert made a conscious effort to dress the part, reflect the bureau’s high standards.  Always had, always would.  His body just didn’t seem to want to cooperate and his attempts to look professional in his clothes never came off as natural.  He noticed a miniscule coffee stain on his striped blue and gray tie.  Well, at least he kept his black Oxfords immaculate and spit-shined.  Too bad they were hidden under his desk.

He chuckled at himself, his head bobbing up and down as he rocked the chair.  If his mom could see him now she’d be proud.  He’d lost most of the hair on top of his head by the time he was twenty and his mother had started calling him “Caesar” because of the dark ring of hair that rimmed his pale, exposed scalp.  It did look a bit like Caesar’s crown, thought Bert.   Geez, maybe he actually did resemble the pictures he’d seen of Caesar—round baby face with a marble for a nose stuck in the middle and nostrils that flared on either side between smooth white cheeks.  His tiny chin and thin lips were nearly lost on a sea of fleshiness.  Well, Caesar had been a great leader and now Bert might have his chance for greatness.  He’d do what he could, that’s for sure, to live up to his mother’s pet name.  He smiled.  “Hail, Caesar!” he whispered to himself.

Bert let his mind wander, surveying his office.  It was a trick he used to unleash his subconscious.  If he took his mind off the case, the clues sorted themselves out and sometimes—sometimes the answer popped up.  

For the first time since he’d joined the bureau, he was back in Chicago, a hometown he’d abandoned for a career.  His alert gray eyes scanned the room from right to left; from the wall map of the U.S., across the glass door and interior windows, each with their own cream-colored, louvered blinds, past the brass coat tree that stood in the corner, to the autographed picture of Ernie Banks hanging on the wall to his left.  A long-suffering Cubs fan, Bert was proud of that photograph despite it being signed “To Ralph” the retiring co-worker Bert had purchased it from.  The former Cubs shortstop’s charismatic smile beamed back at Bert, reminding him of baseball’s better days.  What happened to players like Ernie Banks, wondered Bert, and why couldn’t the Cubs find more like him now?  So far, it had been another weak season for his beloved Cubs while that other Chicago team was tearing up the American League Central again.  There was no justice.  Which reminded Bert that his job was to bring about some measure of justice to the real world.

Hesitant to go back to the report, still hoping for the light bulb to go on, Bert peered through the open slats of his door blinds.  From behind his desk he could see straight down the aisle between the rows of identical blue-walled cubicles.  It stretched like a channel chiseled between shear walls all the way to the elevators near the opposite end of the building.  The cubicles belonged to his people, all eighteen of them.  

Bert noted that there wasn’t a single person in sight.  Strange, he thought, where was everyone?  Surely they couldn’t all be at their desks or out in the field.  As department head he felt a responsibility to know what his people were doing.  His first inkling was to investigate.  Instead, he decided not to micro-manage, slipped on his glasses and returned to the report.

This had become his daily ritual, studying the summary report, searching for any important developments overnight, trying to see the obtuse connections that would lead him to his quarry.  The report summarized the available intelligence regarding terrorist activities, or possible activities that even remotely might involve the United States.  His staff filtered the information from numerous sources; the NSA, CIA, Homeland Security, informants, call-in tips, surveillance ops, and occasionally even the Defense Department shared a nugget.  His team went through the mountain of information and highlighted the items pertinent to the Midwest.  Most of it was drivel that wasted valuable man-hours.  There was no way around it.  Everything that looked potentially dangerous was investigated, at least to the degree manpower allowed.  Since part of his responsibility was to decide how to use that manpower, he continued to wade through the printed sheets.

Part of the problem with the intelligence from Bert’s perspective, was the data gathered by the CIA.  Despite having little firsthand experience with the CIA Bert had heard stories about the way they extracted information, especially the foreign jails where torture was not only permitted, it was encouraged.  Those rumors prejudiced his opinion of the reliability of anything they reported.  The innocent will admit guilt and the ignorant will make up stories if it will stop the torture.

Another problem that Bert had only learned after taking the job was that terrorists weren’t just subversive foreign agents.  Any radical group that concluded violence was a legitimate means of getting its message heard was classified as a potential threat.  The list included anti-abortionists, fringe survivalists, anarchists, radical environmentalists, animal rights groups, fanatical religious sects, and sadly still, racial extremists.  Add to that the lone wolf who had personal reasons for killing and his job became nearly impossible.  Finding them before they destroyed property or killed people was proving to be more difficult than arresting bank robbers.  Grudgingly, Bert had to admit that these people came in so many shapes and sizes that no one could be ruled out.  And most of them were smarter than the average bank robber.  And a lot more patient.

The newness of his position had quickly worn off. Bert remembered what it had felt like those first few weeks.  He’d been a fish out of water and his staff hadn’t been much help.  In typical fashion, the Bureau had promoted him to a section with only one seasoned agent and one experienced researcher.  The rest were fresh from training or from assignments doing background checks.  Most knew even less about counter-terrorism than Bert.  Bert hadn’t let that bother him and he dug into his new assignment with determination.  He’d read reports, churned through mountains of files, data, tips and leads, unsure what he was looking for or what the right clues might be.  Mostly he leaned on Keith Wallace, who had been tracking terrorist activities for six years, and Anna McCleelan, a twenty-year FBI veteran who was about as thorough a researcher as there was in the Bureau.  While their experience was a plus, Bert sometimes wondered why he’d been given the job and not one of them.  Some days he thought his boss actually wished Keith had been promoted.  Still Bert was thankful for the opportunity and determined to do the job right.

At first, Bert’s lack of success had led to a growing frustration that he’d carried home. There had been some tough times, friction with his wife, Lizzie.  He had been cranky, snapping at her and their son.  Fortunately, he’d worked his way out of it before it became irreconcilable.

Now, he felt he had turned the corner.  He was beginning to gain confidence that he could spot the elusive clues that were always there, signs that pointed ever so faintly toward clandestine plots even though those clues were obscure and cryptic.  Today he concentrated on that particular arms shipment, a shipment that was clearly not benign.  When coupled with the increased cell phone and internet communications activity between suspects on the watch list and various links within the United States Bert concluded that something was up.  Defining the something was driving him nuts.

Bert took another sip from his coffee mug and eyed the report lying open on the desktop.  He’d read it and reread.  There were facts, and there were suppositions.  U.S. intelligence agencies had been covertly tracking an illegal arms shipment planning to follow it to the buyer before springing the trap.  It might have been a good plan except that the arms shipment had been split up and then disappeared. And it wasn’t just small arms.  There were Chinese made AK-47s, RPGs, ¼-pound blocks of C-4 and even a few light machine guns.  The military hardware had come from various sources—old Soviet republics, China, Iran, maybe a few other areas—and had been assembled in Kenya by a known black market dealer that the CIA had used in the past, so they weren’t out to catch him.  From Kenya the arsenal had been shipped to Sudan, where the paperwork had been transposed and then it had gone on to Algeria.  In Algeria the documents underwent another transformation.  Here it appeared that the shipments had been split into numerous smaller lots, with one of the manifests suddenly morphed into camera equipment.  That got shipped to Morocco.  But here the trail went cold.  Rumors from informants suggested the arms may have been shipped to somewhere in the States.  The leads were too vague, too unreliable for the U.S. security people to target any single ship, or container, or company.  The smugglers were good.  Bert had to give them that.  Of course, if they weren’t they’d have already been caught.

The question was where had the shipment gone?  And who was buying it?  Did it actually go to the United States?  Or, could it be to Iraq?  Palestine?  Neither of the latter made sense.  The stuff had been so close to Iraq on its way to Africa that if Iraq had been the destination why use such a round-about approach?  Unfortunately, Bert had to conclude that the United States was the most likely destination.  And, if it did enter the U.S., then it became an FBI problem.  Bert’s problem.  

The door to his office swung open.  Bert realized he’d been staring so intently at the report that he hadn’t noticed Keith Wallace stalking up the aisle like a cat after prey.  Very observant, Bert chastised himself under his breath as his best agent leaned in around a partially open door, his bulldog face and granite-block torso filling the doorway.

“You still fretting over that arms shipment?” Keith asked, pausing in the threshold, his voice thick and familiar.

“Yeah,” Bert responded, flipping the report closed.  “If that shipment is here in the U.S. we’ve got to figure out who’s getting it, what they’re going to do with it and when and where.”

“Tough questions,” agreed Keith, stepping in and closing the door behind him.  “It’s probably not even legit.  You know how many times we’ve chased down phantom arms caches?”

Bert leaned forward in his chair, his elbows perched on the chair’s arms.  “Too many, even since I’ve been here.  But this one is different.”

“How so?”

“I don’t know.  It just is.  And it’s already been almost two weeks since anyone could reliably pinpoint the shipment’s location.  A lot can happen in two weeks.”

“True.  But so far, nothing has.”

Bert nodded agreement, but his anxieties remained, fueled by growing concerns that even now an extremist group had taken possession of the arms and had set their plan in motion.  Bert’s imagination filled in the worst scenario.

Bert waved one hand at the multi-colored map of the United States covering the wall to his right.  “The stuff could be anywhere.  We have no idea where it came into the country, or where it was going.”

As he spoke he willed his eyes to divine the location, the entry point for the lost arms.  Nothing.  Clairvoyance was beyond him.  There were a dozen places that would be easy to get such cargo into the country.  There was just too much freight and too few customs agents to check it.  And certainly the FBI couldn’t do it either.

Keith looked expectantly from the map to Bert.  “I hope you’re wrong on this one.  Anyway, I came to give you some good news.”

“What?”

“That bomb scare at the school was a hoax.  We cleared the school and the caller who tipped them off turned out to be a kid who didn’t want to go school anymore because he was getting bullied.  He thought it was a way to get to stay home.”

Bert shook his head.  “I suppose we turned him over to the juvenile authorities.  Why didn’t the kid get a teacher involved?” he said, muttering the last sentence.  And then louder, “How are the anthrax letters going?”

“Nothing new.  We still haven’t found the third letter.  If there is a third one.”

Bert nodded, thought about it.  “Are we sure there even is any anthrax?”

“No.  Can’t take any chances though.”

“I know.  Keep on it.  Anything else?”

“No,” said Keith. “Except I wondered if you wanted to go out for lunch?”

Bert sighed, his hands reflexively tapping the paunch that had forced his belt out a couple of notches lately.  In response to his ever-expanding waistline, he’d promised himself to stop eating lunch out.  Today, stress overpowered his fading willpower.  “Sure, Keith.  I can’t find anything concrete on those arms shipments from this report anyway.  Maybe a good lunch will put my mind on the right track.”

“Maybe there’s nothing in the reports,” suggested Keith.

Keith might be right and yet Bert hated to think the smugglers were so good that they’d leave no clues.  No, somewhere there had to be a sign, something that would lead Bert to the weapons.  He just hadn’t seen it yet.  Until he did, there wasn’t anything he could do, so, reminding himself not to get an ulcer over something he couldn’t control, he said, “Where are we going?”

“Vito’s all right with you?”

Hmm, Bert thought, Italian.  Not so good for the love handles, but really great comfort food.  Might keep him sane.  He grabbed the report off his desk, pulled open his lower right desk drawer, dropped the report in and locked the desk.  Shoving back his executive’s chair, Bert stood up, stretching legs that were stiff from sitting all morning.  He walked around the desk and was just reaching to take his dark blue suit jacket from its hook on the brass coat tree when the phone rang.

He hesitated, debating with himself whether to answer it or not.  It probably was nothing, like most calls.  Still Bert felt obligated to answer every phone call, just in case. 

He was on the verge of returning to pick it up when Keith, who was already halfway out the door, said, “Are you going to answer that?  Hurry up, Vito’s will be full if we don’t get there soon.”

Bert paused a moment longer, and then skirted the desk to reach for the phone.  He picked it up – only a dial tone.

From the doorway Keith admonished, “Come on.  If it’s important they’ll leave you a message or they’ve already dialed “O” to get transferred.  You can get it when we get back – if they even leave a message.”  He let the door close and headed for the elevators.

Keith was right.  There were plenty of others who would take the call if it had been transferred.  Bert grabbed his jacket on the way out, pulling it on in one continuous motion while he yanked the door open, and rushed out.  He hustled to catch up with Keith, who by now had almost reached the elevator.  Bert thought of the marvelous food at Vito’s.  He could taste the melt-in-your-mouth veal Parmesan already.

Behind him, the red message light on his phone lit up.
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Chapter 3
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Washington, D.C., Friday the 10th, Early Afternoon

The staff reporters’ cubicles in the massive newsroom were quiet.  The rows of interlocking little lifeless squares were mostly empty except for Katrina Martanz who sat in the cubby she time-shared with another reporter, walled off by fuzzy, manmade fiber panels of faded pastels.  The impersonal symmetry of the hive-like arrangement imparted an isolation that stifled her creativity.  Other reporters were out gathering information for stories that would appear tomorrow morning, including Winona, the reporter Katrina was forced to share her computer terminal with.  It would have been degrading except the paper had doubled up reporters as a cost-cutting measure due to dwindling readership and sharing a computer and desk was better than being unemployed.

Katrina had already completed her interviews; had her facts; she needed to put it into a story.  But the words weren’t coming.  She just couldn’t get inspired about writing an obituary for a retired councilman who’d died of lung cancer at age eighty-four, especially since most of what the scumbag had done was line his own pockets and use his position to get women despite being married.  As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t write any of it.  Obituaries had to be pleasant remembrances of the deceased, no matter how vile their lives.  

Cradled by the powder blue and gray half-walls of her “office,” Katrina lounged in her worn, cloth chair, stretching her lean, willowy frame, willing her creative juices to produce a positive spin on a lowlife she despised.  Her obsidian hair, brushed back just enough to keep it out of her eyes and pinned behind her head with a brown plastic hair clip, contrasted with her smooth olive skin.  She wore loose fitting, beige capris and a short-sleeved orange blouse with ruffles down the front.  The design showed off chiseled arms yet concealed her less than ample bosom.  She was proud of the fact that she kept her body trim and in shape, hardened by running and an exercise regimen she’d maintained since her high school days when she’d been one of the state’s best cross-country competitors.  While she may not have been as curvy as many women, her face made up for it.  While most women complained about men gawking at their breasts, Katrina had a different problem.  Men were more likely to stare open-mouthed at her face.  Her nose was delicate and straight, framed by luscious honey brown eyes that could melt just about anyone.  Her high cheekbones, sensuous lips, and perfect jaw line gave her classic features rivaling the top super models.  For all that, it was a curse.  Nobody ever gave her credit for her abilities.  Men, especially those higher up the ladder, thought power gave them the right to seduce her.  It turned Katrina’s stomach.  That was what made writing this obituary revolting. 

She considered putting her feet up on the scarred, press board desk but her cubicle was hardly private, and even though it was unlikely that anyone would be walking by, there was something about it that crossed the ethical line for Katrina.  Besides, with her luck, her boss would drop by and it would be yet another reason for him to keep her on these ridiculous fluff assignments.  She’d covered the movement to oust the porn shops from the West side, covered the mayor’s jaunts to various social functions, a traffic accident here and there; always the stuff that went on page 25, stuff nobody read.  How long before she got a break, got a story worth calling news?  Her merit reviews said she was too caustic, failed to respect authority, wasn’t a team player.  She shook her head, frustrated, anger rising.  Who the hell ever got a good news story by kissing butt or playing along with the system?  She couldn’t help wondering why her boss, who many considered the consummate newspaperman, didn’t understand.

No matter, she reminded herself, whether she liked the story or not she had to come up with something suitable to print to keep the paychecks coming.  Katrina sighed, noting that stories were no longer “on paper” and even the damn paper wasn’t on paper to half its readers.  She gazed hypnotically at the computer screen as she tried to refocus on the task.  She had to finish her article for the morning addition by 2 PM, not only because it was due on her editor’s desk but also because Winona would be in to claim her half-day at the computer.  Right now Katrina’s mind was a chaotic swirl of boring details about a man who had been a public servant without ever having served the public.  She needed to come up with something and didn’t have much time left.  That’s how it went most days—down to the wire before she could get anything typed into the computer.  That’s because the stuff she wrote about was crap.  If she was ever assigned a front-page story she’d do a front-page job.

Her desk phone jangled, demanding an answer.

“Hello,” she said, “Martanz here.”

“Hey beautiful, whatcha doing tonight?”

The voice was male, deep, throaty and vaguely familiar but not one Katrina could place.

“Who is this?”

“Josh.  I know it’s been a while.”

Recognition dawned.  Katrina remembered Josh.  Tall, good looking, smooth as ice and just as slippery.  He was just another guy who assured her he’d call and then had disappeared into the void.  She hadn’t expected to hear from him again.  “A while!  It’s been three months since you bothered to call.”

“Yeah, I know.  I’ve been really busy.  But I’m in town for a while and free tonight.  I thought maybe if you weren’t doing anything I’d drop over.”

“Must have a hard-on,” mumbled Katrina.  “Naw, don’t bother.  I’m busy.”

“Come on, you know you want to see me.”

She hung up.  God, why do I always get these flakes who think they can just pop in and out when they want to get laid?  Am I that easy?  Not that she dated that much; generally she was too careful for casual one-nighters.  But even when she let herself go and accepted a date, she just never met the right kind of guy.  Maybe she was to blame; maybe she convinced herself that each new beau was going to be gentle, kind, considerate.  Maybe she ignored the warning signs until it was too late.

A shadow loomed over her.  She turned and found her boss, Lawrence Konowski, standing behind her.  She spun around in her chair to face him, hoping he hadn’t heard that last phone call.  He was short and yet willowy.  His bony arms hung like rope from his narrow shoulders and seemed too long for his torso.  His hawkish face with its sharp nose had a perpetual glare that frightened the new hires, yet his premature gray hair softened the tough appearance.  He held a scrap of notebook paper in his arthritic fingers.  Katrina knew that usually meant he had an assignment for her, one that was far enough off the beaten path that she’d need directions or at least an address.

“Aren’t you done with that obit yet?” he demanded.

Just like him, thought Katrina.  No greeting, nothing, just right to business.  “It’s not that easy,” she shot back.  “This guy was a real asshole.  What I’d like to print, you wouldn’t even want to see.”

His nose wrinkled in disgust.  “You know, when you try, you’re good.  When you don’t, you make things hard on all of us.”

“It’s hard to get motivated with these fluff stories you stick me with.  When am I going to get a real news story?  Front page stuff?”

“When you prove you’re going to give me your best effort every time.”

Katrina started to object.  Konowski held up his hand for silence.

“Just get the obituary written and turned in.  I’ve got another assignment.  Here,” he said, handing her the wrinkled piece of lined paper.  “I want you to go to this address and find out why the electric company is disconnecting one of our distinguished senior citizen’s power in the middle of the worst heat wave we’ve had in years.  Human interest, you know.  Do it up good.”

“For page G-50?” carped Katrina.  “When are you going to give me something worthwhile?”

“It is worthwhile to this woman,” he growled, “and besides, it’s newsworthy because it’s Rita Washington.”

“The Rita Washington?”

“The same.”

“But she’s rich,” sputtered Katrina.  “Why doesn’t she pay her bill?”

“Christ, if I knew that I wouldn’t be paying you to find out,” he growled, spinning around and stomping back to his office.

“Hmm,” sighed Katrina, sitting up straight in her chair, curiosity overcoming her funk.  For the first time in a long time, she had an assignment that intrigued her.  She actually felt like dashing over to the woman’s house and finding out why one of the richest members of high society didn’t pay her electric bill.  It would have to wait.  First she had to finish today’s article.  But this new assignment actually had her eager to do the obituary so she could move on.  She set about typing with a vengeance, no longer concerned if it was crap.
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Chapter 4
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Toledo, Friday the 10th, Afternoon

Hamid surveyed the tidy interior of his camera shop.  It was small compared to other units in the strip mall, but it was sufficient for his camera business.  He specialized in out-of-production, hard-to-find film cameras and equipment, though he carried a select inventory of new digital items.  It was a niche with a limited clientele but like collectors of all kinds, they’d pay well for items they wanted.

Sunlight streamed in through the large storefront windows giving the place a warm, amicable ambiance.  The interior layout was typical retail with several free-standing, head-high merchandise displays nearer the door and a pair of waist-high glass display cases further back.  One of the display cases faced the door, running parallel to the front wall.  The other ran perpendicular to it, butting against the right end to form an “L” that essentially defined the sales area and kept customers confined where they could be seen.  Everything was immaculate.  In particular, the glass surfaces of both the windows and display cases were spotless.  Not a smear or streak interfered with the customer’s view of the merchandise.  Hamid would not allow the slightest bit of dirt or dust to mar his facility, not on the glass, not on the walls, not on the floor.  Likewise, his light blue short-sleeve knit shirt and khaki slacks were meticulously clean and pressed.  

Behind the counter, facing the door, Hamid stood poised next to the computer/cash register to greet potential customers.  At 5’ 10” tall with smooth bronze skin, an elegant, wedge-shaped nose and black hair with a hint of curl, he was a strikingly handsome figure.  And yet his dark serious eyes gave him a melancholy air if anyone cared to notice.  On the one hand Hamid was proud of his camera shop, proud of the selection of new and used cameras, lenses and accessories on display.  He allowed himself a certain pride in being a successful Iraqi immigrant businessman.  At the same time, he was haunted by memories of personal tragedies that in many ways consumed his subconscious.  

By American standards, he’d actually done fairly well since graduating from the University of Toledo with his business degree.  But running a profitable small business did not satiate his passion.  No, a smoldering hatred lay dormant beneath his cosmopolitan façade.  He was tormented by the horrors that had plagued his family.  First, it was his father, who had disappeared, taken by Saddam Hussein’s secret police.  Then his older sister had been killed by errant American bombs in the first war of aggression against Iraq.  And then, the final transgression against his family, his younger brother, killed by American Marines in Baghdad while he visited an injured friend in a hospital.  When Hamid had first learned of his brother’s death, he’d been crushed.  His brother had promised to come to America, to be with Hamid.  That dream had been stolen.  

His brother’s death had left Hamid despondent, mired in self-pity, his drive gone.  That dark cloud continued until a man named Nareen brought him a way out; a way to avenge his brother.  Revenge, it had been the tonic he needed.  Nareen had promised that if he joined them, he would get his chance.  But Hamid had to remain invisible.  He had to become the model citizen.  And so, Hamid had re-energized his drive for a business degree and an entrepreneurial career.  That day, as he mourned his brother’s loss, he’d sworn an oath to Allah to join with Nareen to deliver retribution.  

But time had passed.  Things had changed.  Today that oath seemed far away, a mirage.  With Christine in his life, he sometimes wondered if it wouldn’t be better to forget oaths and revenge.

A young man pushed open the glass door to the camera shop, interrupting Hamid’s thoughts.  Instantly he returned to the present and the transgressions of the past faded.  The potential customer stepped indecisively inside, glancing around nervously, curious yet unsure.  He was a stranger to Hamid, not one of the growing list of loyal customers, mostly collectors, who Hamid catered to by stocking antique and out-of-production equipment.  This man’s face was chalky white marred by numerous pockmarks.  He carried a day or two of dark, unshaven stubble and wore threadbare jeans and a tattered blue and white cotton shirt that hung outside his pants.  He was thin; looked undernourished.  Maybe drugs, thought Hamid.  The stranger’s odd demeanor, his hesitancy, triggered alarms in Hamid’s mind.  He’d read about Muslim shop owners being assaulted, robbed and even killed.  Despite knowing Americans who did not hate Muslims, he also knew there were people who would kill him for his beliefs.  Could this be one of them?  Or was this a robbery motivated by an addiction?

Even as Hamid prepared for the worst, the customer’s mood changed.  The young man strode purposefully up to the front of the display counter, leaned over and placed both hands on the glass countertop leaving smudged, grimy fingerprints.  He failed to acknowledge Hamid, but peered intently at the selection of used lenses arranged on velvet pads like crown jewels.  Hamid guessed the man to be in his twenties.  His attitude and dress reaffirmed to Hamid that he was not the usual type of customer that could afford Hamid’s merchandise.  Hamid kept his eyes fixed on the man’s hands while at the same time easing open the drawer at the back of the counter where his gun lay. 

“Can I see the variable Nikon lens?” asked the young man, pointing at the long, heavy black lens cradled in a soft white cloth.

“Sure,” replied Hamid, feeling the tension drain away as he slid the drawer closed, deciding the stranger was likely just window-shopping on a limited budget.  

Hamid pushed open the sliding door at the rear of the case, reached in and gently retrieved the lens.  Handing it over he added, “It’s in excellent shape.  I took it in trade toward a digital outfit.”

The man carefully rolled the lens over in his hands, caressing it, gently turning it to scrutinize it from every direction.  He popped off the lens covers, looked up into the fluorescent lights, and then spun around to view the brilliant sunlight through the window.  He muttered something under his breath, and then shifted the lens in his hands to examine the locking mechanism.  Finally, he looked up.  “How much?”

“I can let you have it for three hundred fifty.”

The young man held out the lens to Hamid.  “I’ll have to think about it.”

Just as I suspected, thought Hamid.  But before he could retrieve the lens, Hamid’s cell phone buzzed from his belt.  He pulled it off the clasp, flipped it open, and studied the number.  It took a moment for Hamid to recognize it as Nareen’s current cell number.  Nareen; a man whose last name remained unknown and who changed his cell number routinely, notifying Hamid through holiday cards of each new phone number.  Hamid caught his breath at sight of the number.  It had been a long time since he’d heard from Nareen.  Would today be the call for action or just more waiting?  Guessing it was the latter, he turned his back on the customer, took one quick step towards the back of the store and answered.

“Hello,” he said, tentatively.

“Hamid?” queried Nareen, his voice easily recognizable even though Hamid had not talked to the man in months.

“Yes, can I help you?” asked Hamid, doing his best to make the call seem like routine business.

“Two things,” said Nareen, “your rush camera equipment order is arriving in Cleveland tomorrow on the Baltic Star.  Mr. Smith will see that you can pick it up early for the usual fee.  After you’ve picked up the camera equipment, meet me at the first rest stop on I-71 south of I-271.  I have a bill of sale for you.”

It had been a long time since Hamid had thought about his covert connections.  So long in fact that he had begun to wonder if there ever would be a real operation, maybe even held a suppressed hope that it would never come.  Hamid had picked up camera equipment before using Mr. Smith to circumvent the usual customs inspections but he’d always taken the equipment to his store.  Why was he now supposed to meet Nareen instead?  Hamid attempted to digest what he’d just heard.  What was Nareen talking about?  He didn’t have anything on order from overseas.

Still uncertain of Nareen’s meaning, Hamid asked, “And what will we do once I meet you on I-71?”

“Just be there,” growled Nareen.  “Abdul will get a truck.  I’ll see to that.  He’ll meet you at customs in the morning.  Usual time.”

Hamid’s brain buzzed with confusion.  “Why?  Where are we going?”

“You’re making deliveries.  Don’t you remember the orders you took, the promise you made to deliver the items personally?”

A dawning realization hit Hamid.  This was it.  The real thing.  He was being asked to participate in some plan, some act of retaliation.  Was he ready?  Could he do it?

Before he could say anymore, Nareen shot at him, his anger evident.  “You’ll need to hurry or likely you’ll loose the sale.  You need to deliver by the 16th.”

“That’s six days from now.  What’s the hurry?”

“Because one of the deliveries is in Finkle Creek, Utah,” shot Nareen.

Before he had time to think better of it Hamid said, “Finkle Creek, Utah.  Where is that?” 

Even as the words left his lips he regretted uttering them.  There was no doubt.  This was the call!

“Do you understand?” asked Nareen, a surly tone in his voice.  “You promised to handle this.  Are you backing out?” 

“No, no.  I’ve got it, yes.  Finkle Creek by the 16th.  Thanks.  I’ll see that we deliver on time,” responded Hamid and the phone link cut off.  

Forgetting the customer, Hamid began mentally checking off the things he had to do to pick up the shipment, things that he’d been instructed to do.  Bring the money he’d been keeping for them, his gun, cell phone, Mapquest Finkle Creek, lock the store and leave the “closed” sign up.  Most importantly, tell no one he was going.  Just go.

And then he thought about Abdul, the only other member of the team that Hamid had even met.  Abdul, an enigmatic man, who Nareen had set up as Hamid’s driver from the very first camera shipment.  What did Hamid really know about him?  Nothing.  The man had been assigned to act as Hamid’s driver every time Hamid had taken delivery of a legitimate shipment.  Certainly that was part of the plan and that way he would not raise any suspicions when the time came.  But who was he?  He drove the truck, dropped off the merchandise and disappeared until the next shipment.  Now, Hamid would be working with him on the most important mission of his life.  He should have learned more about the man.

As for anyone else connected to the plan, Hamid had never met them.  If there were other members of the team, they remained anonymous.  Without considering the consequences, Hamid steeled himself to do his part.  He could not let the team down, not when the mission had taken so long to materialize.  At least now with a destination, the wheels had begun to turn.  Hamid would have to figure out how long it would take to get to Finkle Creek, wherever that was.  He had six days to get things moving and be there by the 16th.  Lots to do.

He looked up and noticed the young man still standing in the middle of his shop holding the Nikon lens which he had pulled back and now cradled near his chest.  The stranger asked, “Are you going to Finkle Creek?  In Utah?  I’ve got a cousin who lives near there – in Hurricane.”

“Sorry for the interruption,” said Hamid, ignoring the question.  “Did you change your mind about the lens?” asked Hamid, reaching for it.

“I’ve decided to take it,” he said, holding it up to the light again.  “It’s more than I wanted to pay but I don’t know where I’d find another one in such good shape.”

Hamid hurriedly boxed up the lens, ran the man’s credit card, noting as he did the name on the card, “Zack Weston.”  The phone call had his mind on alert.  He suspected everyone, worried that somehow he’d been uncovered.  He scrutinized the man’s signature as he signed the sale slip, comparing it to the one on the back of the credit card.  Hamid’s mind raced with suspicions.  Could this man be an agent sent to spy on him?  Had he just given away information that he’d regret later?  

Hamid followed the customer to the door.  “Thanks, Mr. Weston,” he said as he ushered the young man out onto the sidewalk.  He noted the customer’s quick nod, a simple assurance that at least his name was indeed Zack Weston. 

Hamid retreated inside, locked the door as soon as it shut behind him, and flipped the sign to “closed.”  For a long minute he stood in the quiet of his shop.  Emotional forces churned inside him.  The old anger flared up like volcanic heat waves.  And yet the hatred was tempered by the thought that with the long dormant plans finally in motion, he would be leaving everything he’d built, everyone who meant anything to him, especially Christine.  He was exhilarated, saddened, and frightened by the prospects.  His sense of relief that retribution would finally be his was tainted by a sense of loss that he knew must go with his actions.  He’d waited so long for that call, had almost begun to believe it would never come, maybe even begun to hope it would never come.  And now that it had, he wondered if he was still ready to do what he’d promised Allah.  

When Nareen had first talked to him, Hamid had been a sad, disillusioned young man.  It had been at his brother’s memorial.  Nareen and another man had approached Hamid, professing their sympathy for his grief.  They had described in gory details how Hamid’s brother had been killed in an Iraqi hospital where he’d gone to visit friends injured by a suicide bomber.  American Marines had gunned him down in cold blood, without cause, without remorse.  And the American government had turned a blind eye to his family’s pleas for justice.  It had been Nareen’s convincing testimony that had hardened Hamid’s heart.  It had been Nareen that got Hamid to agree to join them.  But the years had passed swiftly.  Now Hamid had friends, money, a successful business.

And there was Christine.  Initially she’d been part of his cover.  Now?  He had to admit it was much more than that.  How could he just leave her without saying a word?  Maybe he should call her?  No, that would only leave a trail he couldn’t afford.  He’d call after it was over.  That is if he did return.  He’d heard enough news stories to realize the danger he was putting himself in.  The authorities would do everything they could to capture or kill him.  If he was careful, and escaped, perhaps no one would ever be able to connect him to whatever was planned.  And maybe, just maybe, he’d be able to come back with his pledge fulfilled and his family’s debt repaid.

What was he thinking?  It was that devil money talking.  He’d become soft, and softness could not be tolerated.  Allah had called him and he had to answer.  Vows to Allah could not be ignored.  And what if there was something bigger, a master plan that would fail without him.  Others were counting on him to do his part, others he’d promised to help.  There was no more time to be a shopkeeper, he convinced himself.

Turning from the door, he retrieved his gun and then hurried into the back room.  From the safe hidden in the desk, he grabbed the cloth sack containing the cash he’d been given over time, a little here, a little there, to finance the team.  Clutching the bag in his left hand, Hamid rushed out the back door to his two-year old silver Toyota Camry.  He planned to locate Finkle Creek, Utah on his cell phone later.  Somewhere others would be calling other contacts and soon the entire unit would be in motion.  Eventually, Hamid knew they would meet up to carry out the plan.
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Chapter 5
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Chicago, Friday, the 10th, Afternoon

Lunch lasted longer than Bert had intended.  Vito’s homemade marinara sauce was superb, from scratch with fresh tomatoes, and the veal was tender, done to perfection.  Since Keith was nearly as big a Cubs fan as Bert, the conversation had carried them on into dessert, fresh apple pie with vanilla bean ice cream.  Bert had enjoyed it not just because Keith shared his views on the travesty that now passed for baseball, but also because it took Bert’s mind off his job.  

Back in the Federal Building, Bert led Keith up the narrow aisle between the rows of cubicles.  The platter of pasta and veal filled his stomach like a load of cement.  He felt full, sluggishly full, and yet content.  He consciously worked to control his stride so no one would notice what he perceived as his waddle.  As they passed others in the aisle, Bert was sure they were acutely aware of his burgeoning physique.  It was a fact he lamented since he was determined to set a healthy example for his people.

At the corner of his cubicle, Keith turned to go in and then paused, glancing at Bert.  “Well, here’s hoping we can have a good weekend and the Cubs sweep the Cards.  The weather is supposed to be nice,” he said.

“Yeah, not much chance of the Cubs sweeping, but I’ve got tickets to Sunday’s game.  Maybe they can win that one,” said Bert with
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