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Chapter 1

Freedom Square

 


Makely crawled against the cracked wall and
glared at the sunlight beaming through the collapsed doorway. He
clutched his M-16 and huddled against his four comrades. Nothing
was said. Nothing had to be. The only sound was their strained
breathing.

His nostrils stung from the acrid stench
drifting into the gutted room, a toxic brew of cordite, charred
wood, and roasted human flesh. He would never forget that stench.
He would remember it to his dying day.

His fingers dug into the
M-16. Dying day? Quit dreaming, soldier.
The way things are, you’ll be dead before noon.

He dragged off his helmet and rested his
head against the wall. Hard to believe everything was so quiet.
Forty minutes ago, the ground shook from artillery blasts and
rocket hits. Debris rained down from the night sky. Star shells
ignited the darkness, accompanied by bursts of small arms fire.

And there was that other sound, barely
audible through the explosions and sniper fire. A terrifying sound.
A heart-wrenching sound. The muffled screams of men, women, and
children.

He glanced at the four men crouched beside
him. Forty minutes ago, there were seven. Yesterday, nine. A month
ago, twenty-six. Now just Joey, Edgar, Rafael, and Terell. Four
marines trying to survive another day.

He took a nervous breath and wiped the sweat
off his face.

Twenty–two men snuffed out like candles,
their surviving brothers cowering on the floor of a gutted house in
the middle of hell.

For what, dammit? To shoot at ghosts darting
between burned buildings? To hit the dirt with every burst of small
arms fire, praying it wasn’t your last second on earth?

He buried his face in his
hands. No more, goddammit! I’m not an
animal! I’m a human being!

“On your feet!”

Makely’s head snapped up. Sergeant Hoffman
had ducked through the blown out doorway, his black eyes glaring at
them.

Hoffman slung his M-16 on his shoulder and
shuffled into the gutted room. “You guys deaf? I said on your
feet!”

No one moved. They stared at him from the
debris-strewn floor, trying to regain their senses.

Hoffman lunged at them, his face seething
with anger. “Move!”

For a moment, the only sound was the small
arms fire echoing off the buildings. Then a grunt as Joey pushed
off the floor on shaky legs.

It took a few seconds for the others to
follow. They rose to their feet and leaned against each other,
their eyes fixed on Hoffman.

It was a miracle they could stand. None of
them had slept more than a few hours since their chopper landed on
the city’s outskirts a month ago. Not easy to close your eyes in a
fire zone. That’s when you relive the artillery concussions,
tracers, and charred bodies. If you’re lucky enough to doze off,
some ghost opens up from a rooftop and your eyes snap open to the
bitter truth. The only way to sleep in Tehran is to die in
Tehran.

Hoffman knelt down and yanked a map out of
his shirt pocket. He spread it on the floor and waited until the
five marines gathered around him before shining a penlight on the
map. He aimed the beam of light at a red circle and stared at them
with those shark eyes.

“This one’s gonna be
rough. G-2 says we got eighty insurgents holed up in this mosque.”
Hoffman tapped the red circle with his finger. “They got AK-47’s,
RPG’s, and hell knows what. We got orders to take them out before
they deploy their weapons to neighboring cells.” He paused and eyed
the marines. “No prisoners. You see any wounded, smoke the
bastard.”

Hoffman ignored their muffled curses. “We’re
going in at 0700 with six squads from A Company. The strike signal
will be . . . ”

What was wrong? Makely could see Hoffman’s
gnarled finger jabbing at the map, but he couldn’t hear his voice.
Everything was spinning. His gut churned. He gripped his forehead
and took a deep breath, but the nausea kept coming. He couldn’t
hold it any longer. He broke away from the circle and bolted for
the doorway.

“Hey, where are you
going?”

Makely gripped the splintered wood and
dropped on his knees. Then came the puking and firm hand seizing
his Kevlar vest.

“What the hell’s wrong
with you!” Hoffman jerked Makely to his feet and spun him around,
his black eyes aflame. He jabbed his gnarled finger into Makely’s
chest and spit out the words. “Damn you, soldier! Don’t you ever
walk away from me!”

“Sergeant, I—”

“Shut up!” He shook
Makely’s vest. “You tryin’ to cause trouble? You tryin’ to shake
the men? Damn you, Makely! You walk away like that again and I’ll
blow your head off!”

Hoffman shoved Makely to the floor and
glared at the trembling marines. “Now listen close. You grunts
volunteered for this. Big heroes and all that. Bet you thought it
would be like them recruitin’ ads. Well, it’s too late now. No
turnin’ back. You’re in it up to your scrawny necks—and I’m gonna
make sure you don’t disgrace me, your country, or the corps. Now
get ready cause we’re movin’ out!”

Makely crawled off the floor and felt his
finger slip over the M-16’s trigger, and something weird
happened.

He wasn’t afraid. It was like a wave washing
everything clear. If he was going to die, it wouldn’t be in a fire
fight with a bunch of brainwashed beggars. Not after a year
crawling around the Middle East with its suicide bombers and
roadside mines.

He wiped the puke off his
mouth. What a joke. We elect a president
to change things and four years later I’m stuck in Iran because
some fanatics blew up a skyscraper in Chicago. So much for the war
on terror. A hundred thousand GI’s fighting a bunch of madmen in
the most God awful place on earth. Don’t our leaders know what’s
going on? Don’t they care?

His finger tightened on
the trigger. That’s it, fool. They don’t
care. They never cared. That’s why they sent us here. Forget the
patriotic crap. It’s the fucking oil and those hefty reconstruction
contracts for the fat cats. They’re the puppet masters and we’re
the fucking puppets!

He stepped away from the
others and raised his M-16. Well, this
puppet’s had it. They’re gonna care from now on cause I’m gonna
light a fire that’ll burn those fat cats out of their trees. It
starts right here, dammit. The shot heard round the fucking world.
Right here. Right now. Compliments of Corporal John
Makely.

“What are you doing,
Makely? You crazy or somethin’?”

Makely aimed the M-16 at Hoffman. “Go to
hell, Sergeant.”

Hoffman stepped back and unslung his M-16,
his eyes on fire. “You better lower that weapon or so help me God,
I’ll blow you away.”

Makely’s face twisted in a
sneer. Yeah, it’s real clear now. The
enemy is standing in front of me with his weapon raised. Another
pawn in the fat cat’s army, protecting their investment while they
stuff their pig wallets with the spoils of our blood.

Our blood, dammit! Joey’s
blood! Edgar’s blood! Rafael’s blood! Terell’s blood! My
blood! Young men that will never see their
families because a perverted scum named Hoffman carries out orders
from his pig masters!

Hoffman stepped toward him. “You got three
seconds, Makely. One! Two!”

Someone slammed into Makely, but he was
already shooting. The last thing he saw was a shadow crouching in
the doorway as the sergeant’s bullets ripped into him.

 


____________

 


First word of the incident reached GHQ in
the Elburz Mountains at 0714 hours. Sergeant Waldo Hoffman had been
assassinated by one of his own men while conducting a pre-strike
briefing in Tehran’s Freedom Square.

General Malcolm Taylor put down the e-mail
printout and stared at Lieutenant General Farley Morell who was
standing across the desk. “You’re sure about the reporter?”

“Yes, sir.”

Taylor stroked his chin. “This is bad. We
can’t let it leak out.”

Morell looked down at the printout. “Sir,
maybe we should contact the Pentagon.”

Taylor’s head snapped up. “Are you nuts?
That’s like putting a gun to your head. The top dogs don’t like bad
news, and mutiny tops the list. They’ll fry us both.”

Morell nodded at the three red flags on the
map behind his commander. “Sir, that’s the third incident in
twenty-four hours. We have rumors of more trouble in Qom and
Isfahan. I don’t know what’s going on, but it’s spreading.”

Taylor snatched the printout and read it
again. “What about the reporter?”

“He got the whole thing on
a digital camera. Carnage shots of the two dead soldiers, their
guns still smoking. Interviews with the four witnesses, the whole
nine yards.”

Taylor glared at Morell. “For God’s sake,
how?”

“He was embedded with a
fire squad from A Company across the street. They were getting
ready to hit a mosque when he heard the shooting and broke for
shelter along with the others.” Morell shrugged. “Bad luck for us.
The reporter crawled through the doorway in time to see Makely and
Hoffman blasting away at each other. That’s when he started taking
pictures.”

“Damn.”

Morell rested his hands on the desk.
“There’s more, sir. The reporter was a real pro. Got damaging
interviews from the four marines before our guys broke in and
dragged him out.”

Taylor crushed the printout in his fist. “He
broke the rules!”

“Yes, sir, but the media
boys don’t care about that. In a court room, they always fall back
on the first amendment. Besides, that recording is a
dagger.”

Taylor slammed his fist on the desk.
“Confiscate the damn thing!”

“We did, sir, but the
reporter transmitted a copy through his palm top.”

Taylor’s face went blank. The only sound was
the warbling coming from the communications equipment on the table
beside him.

Morell looked at his commander. “Sir, we
only have a few hours. By noon, this mess will be on every TV
screen in the world.”

Taylor nodded and took a deep breath. “Thank
you, Farley. You can go.” He stood up and returned Morell’s salute.
When the door closed, he turned toward the red flags and listened
to the message coming in from Isfahan—

“This is Lieutenant Manuel
Bogart. We have an incident at intercept 0933-C114. At least seven
dead from friendly fire. The shooter has been taken out. Situation
tenuous but stable. Need medical assistance for nine wounded. All
wounds inflicted by M-16 rounds from deceased marine. No
explanation at this time. No warning. Consider situation
volatile.”

Five minutes later, General Malcolm Taylor
placed an urgent call to the Pentagon.

 


____________

 


Sid Rubin was in the midst of a typical
twenty hour work day when his cell phone went off in WNN’s front
lobby. He sank into a guest chair and yanked the phone out of his
pocket. It was pushing midnight in Atlanta.

He frowned, his eyes squinting at the ID on
the phone’s illuminated screen—

 


"Ambrose"

 


Rubin had learned phone calls from that name
meant trouble. He pressed the talk button and held the plastic
phone against his ear. “Go ahead.”

“That you, Sid?”

Rubin glanced at his watch. “Make it quick,
Perry. I’m short on time. I have a midnight briefing with
Carlton.”

“I was just thrown out of
Tehran.”

Rubin stiffened. “You what?”

“I managed to transmit a
video recording before they took away my palm top and camera. You
can access the images from our data bank.”

Rubin’s frown became a scowl. “Dammit,
Perry, quit talking in riddles. What happened out there?”

“I walked into the biggest
story since we started this bloody war. The whole thing’s coming
apart. A corporal assassinated his sergeant and died in the
exchange. I have video of the bodies and interviews with the
witnesses. It’s all in our data bank.”

Rubin lowered the cell phone and stared at
the empty lobby. He’d fought the executive committee’s decision to
assign Perry Ambrose to the Iran campaign, but was overridden by
CEO Franklin Carlton’s fascination with Ambrose’s blind ambition.
Just the guy we need for the sweeps, Carlton had told him. Now,
Carlton and his committee would pay for their decision.

“You there,
Sid?”

Rubin raised the cell phone. “Do you know
how hard we worked to get you in there? You just cost us our eyes
and ears in Iran.”

“Listen to me, Sid. It’s
the beginning of the end over here and I’ve got it on video. No
other network has what we have. We need to go live with it before
they catch up.”

Rubin clenched the phone. “You done?”

“Yeah.”

“Then listen close. I want
you to write a formal letter of apology to the military and fax it
to me. I’ll see about erasing your video and submitting a written
guarantee of nondisclosure to the joint chiefs.

”Rubin waited for a
response. “Perry?”

“I can’t believe what I’m
hearing. This thing’s huge, Sid. We can’t back down
now.”

Rubin ignored him. “Where the hell are
you?”

“Waiting for a chopper
outside Tehran. They’ll probably drop me at the border.”

Rubin glanced at his watch. “Tell them you
talked to WNN and we’ve arranged your transfer out of there. Tell
them we’re contacting the Pentagon to resolve the
misunderstanding.

“Misunderstanding? Sid, do
you know what you’re saying?”

Rubin pressed the phone against his mouth.
“Listen, dammit. You just cost us embedded news coverage of the
fight for Tehran. Do you know what that means? We have the sweeps
coming. We need those fire fights on the evening news. I have a
meeting with Carlton in twenty minutes. What am I supposed to tell
him?”

“The bloody truth, dammit!
We’ve got footage of the first break in our ranks. It’s mutiny,
Sid. Biggest mutiny of all time. People will be glued to their TV’s
when that footage hits the screen. Our share points will go through
the roof.”

Rubin fought his anger. He knew a
blockbuster story would quickly fade without follow-up. A few days
after it broke, the government’s public relations apparatus would
squelch the damn thing. Without embedded reporters, viewer
attention would quickly shift to other networks covering the latest
firefight or suicide attack while WNN sat on the sidelines. All
because an overzealous reporter tried to make a name for himself by
creating a story that was over the top.

“Sid?”

Rubin stared at the WNN logo above the
lobby. “I have an idea. We’ll edit your story to take out the
mutiny. I’ll work out the details with the Pentagon. Just get me
that letter of apology and throw in an admission you stretched the
truth.”

“What?”

“Do it!”

Ambrose hesitated.
“Sorry, Sid. I can’t do that.”

Rubin pushed out of the chair, his face hot
with anger. “Mark my words, Perry. This assignment is your last
chance. If I don’t have that letter in twenty minutes, you’re
finished at WNN, and every other news organization.

”The phone
clicked.

“Perry!”

No response.

Rubin jammed the cell phone in his pocket
and headed for the elevators. It would take three minutes to reach
Franklin Carlton’s office. It would be the longest three minutes of
Sid Rubin’s life.

 


____________

 


“Mr. President, may I
speak with you?”

The President nodded at his chief of staff
and pushed up from the most powerful desk on earth. He raised his
forefinger and smiled at his secretary of commerce who was seated
across from him. “Hold that thought, Peter. I’ll be back in a
minute.”

But the President didn’t come back. He was
too shaken by the news from the Middle East. Fire fights were
raging in Tehran, Qom, and Isfahan, but not with the insurgents.
Shooting had broken out between American soldiers. Over a dozen
incidents of outright mutiny had been recorded in the past thirty
hours, and the number was increasing.

The President stared at the top secret
communiqué in his hands, unable to accept what he was reading. He
looked at the television monitor on the conference table and lifted
the paper toward the military officer on the screen. “What is this,
General?”

General Augustus Cook took
a deep breath and forced out the words. “At 0655 this morning, one of our men went berserk after a
fire fight in Tehran’s Freedom Square. Before we could intervene,
he killed his sergeant and was himself killed in the exchange of
fire.”

The President leaned forward. “But why? It
says here Corporal Makely was a good marine. He’d fought in the
Afghan campaign for nearly a year before we transferred him to
Operation Scorpion.”

Cook shook his head.
“I don’t know, Mr. President. Makely crossed a
line that’s different for each soldier. No warning. No symptoms.
The killing and carnage suddenly become too great to cope with,
like a pot of overheated stew boiling over.”

The President dropped back in his chair.
“Stew?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And the
others?”

“Same thing, sir. With our
moves into Iran and Syria, we’ve been forced to extend duty tours
by several months.” Cook hesitated.
“We must be hitting some kind of
threshold.”

The President looked down at the paper. “Do
you know what you’re saying? If you’re right, the whole Middle East
campaign could collapse.”

Cook folded his hands and
glared at the President. “I’m sorry, sir.
We asked for additional funding to beef up recruiting and
psychological counseling, but we were shoved behind the education
stimulus program. We’ll just have to clamp down until this mess
blows over.”

The President crumpled the paper in his
fist. “Are you telling me there’s no solution?”

Edwin Hammel cut off Cook
before he could respond. “We’ll manage,
sir. The city is almost ours. In thirty days we’ll occupy the
country from Tabriz to Bandar Abbas. We just wanted to let you know
before this mess hits the news.”

The President felt an icy chill while
staring at his secretary of defense. “News?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What news,
Edwin?”

Chief-of-Staff, Jack Wiley leaned toward the
President. “One of their reporters smuggled out a video of the
incident. It should hit WNN’s global network within the hour.”

The President stood up and flung the
crumpled paper on the table. “What’s the bastard’s name?”

Wiley looked down at his notes. “Perry
Ambrose, sir.”

“I want their CEO on the
line!”

Wiley raised his hand in a calming gesture.
“We’re already in contact with Franklin Carlton, sir. It sounds
like he wants to cut a deal.”

“Deal?” The President
eased down in his chair after hearing the magic word that soothes
the savage political breast. He watched Wiley dismiss Hammel and
Cook while shutting off the video screen.

The President leaned toward his chief of
staff. “Jack?”

Wiley sighed. “Good thing we caught them
before the sweeps. Gives us a large bargaining chip.”

“Go on.”

Wiley held up a piece of paper. “This is an
apology from WNN. They’re prepared to work with us to edit the
recording so it doesn’t impact national security, if you get my
drift.”

The President breathed a sigh of relief.
“What about the reporter?”

“He’s a loser, sir. An
egomaniac searching for a Pulitzer Prize.” Wiley put down the paper
and looked at the President. “They’ll cut him a deal and cut him
loose. All they’re asking is reinstatement over there in time for
our big push.”

“And their
sweeps?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Who replaces
Ambrose?”

“Josh Barden, sir. A real
patriot. He’ll rally round the flag and do us proud.”

The President nodded and pushed up from the
table. “Well done, Jack.”

“Yes, sir.” Wiley stood up
and shuffled his papers into a folder.

The President was almost out the door when
he turned around. “One thing, Jack.”

“Sir?”

“That jerk, Ambrose. I
never want to hear his name again.”

“Yes, sir.” Wiley watched
his boss leave the room.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

Perry Ambrose



“What the bloody hell!”
Perry clutched his throbbing head while listening to the
high-pitched beeps. He groped for the alarm clock on the nightstand
and slammed his fist on the snooze button.

He leaned toward the clock and squinted at
its blurred digits. Seven twenty. The alarm had been beeping for
twenty minutes.

“Blast!” He crawled off the
bed and hesitated when his hand struck something. He looked down at
the empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s
lying on the blanket. “Great—just bloody great.”
He sat on the edge of the bed and buried his face in his
hands.

This had been the worst nightmare yet, a
suitcase nuke vaporizing the nation’s capital while he stared
helplessly at the timer’s final countdown.

Two nights ago, he was
having a drink in the John Hancock Building’s ninety-sixth
floor Signature Lounge when a hijacked 767 slammed into the famed Chicago
skyscraper. Just enough time to guzzle his martini and activate his
camera while the building shuddered under him. Pulitzer all the
way, a breathtaking video of the restaurant’s eleven hundred foot
plunge to hell.

Three nights ago, he was covering a Mideast
peace conference in the United Nations Building when terrorists
broke into the general assembly hall and began assassinating the
attending world leaders. He was almost to the exit when one of the
terrorists opened fire on him with his AK-47, and he woke up in a
cold sweat.

He stood up on shaky legs
and stumbled to the dresser. The unshaven face in the mirror wasn’t
pretty. He stared at the face and stroked his tangled black
hair. Blast, it’s getting worse. Used to
be a nightmare a week. Now it’s every bloody night. You need help,
man. You’re at the end of your rope. He
tore off his briefs and headed for the bathroom.

He was stepping out of the shower when his
cell phone went off. He wrapped the towel around his waist and
snatched the buzzing phone off the dresser. “Yeah?”

“That you,
Ambrose?”

He winced. “Mr. Caliento?”

“Where are you?”

He hesitated. “Just pulled up to the Mount
Oread campus. The place is packed.”

“Bull! You’re still at the
motel.”

“Motel?“

“I called the motel to see
if you checked out. The manager said your car is outside the door,
along with a do not disturb sign.”

“I can explain,
Mr.—”

“Damn you, Ambrose! You get
to the university and catch her when she steps out of that limo or
our deal is off!”

“Mr. Caliento, I—” He
grimaced from the loud click.

The next twenty minutes were a blur. He
remembered slipping on some deodorant and clothes. No time to shave
or brush his teeth.

His rented Toyota skidded out of the motel
parking lot and sped toward downtown Lawrence and its tree-covered
hill known as Mount Oread, home of the University of Kansas.

The media was there in force when he pulled
up to the security blockade on Massachusetts Street. He was about
to drive around the blockade when a scowling state trooper stepped
in front of the Toyota and pointed a hard finger at the
windshield.

He fumbled through his frayed sport jacket,
praying he hadn’t left his press badge at the motel. Thank God, it
was nestled in his pocket. He let out a sigh of relief and extended
the plastic badge to the trooper.

With no parking left, he had to abandon the
car and make a dash for the approaching caravan. His ears filled
with sirens as Minton’s black stretch limo pulled up to the sea of
reporters, accompanied by a phalanx of motorcycle cops.

He caught a glimpse of her exiting the limo
and made a futile rush toward her, but was pushed back by the
secret service agents. She waded into the crowd behind her wedge of
state police, en route to the university’s auditorium atop the
hill.

In that brief moment, Perry Ambrose realized
Claire Minton was no longer a political curiosity. Her unexpected
performance in the primaries had triggered mandatory secret service
protection. At eleven percent, she could no longer be taken
lightly.

She was clear of the reporters now, standing
at the auditorium’s glass doors behind her protective screen of
state police. She waved to the cheering crowd at the base of the
hill while Perry adjusted his zoom lens and snapped away.

Her photos didn’t do her justice. At a
slender five foot nine, Claire Minton conveyed the stature of a
leader. Her short black hair was cropped neatly above her ears. She
wore little makeup and her deep-set blue eyes burned right through
you. Add the taut lips and military countenance, and Claire Minton
was the perfect warrior.

Senator Adam Clayborn had learned that
painful lesson on national television last year. Claire Minton was
wearing a uniform then, its army green plastered with medals from
her heroics in both Gulf Wars. Clayborn was hammering her with
innuendos about her lack of patriotism in light of her recent
attack on the President’s bungling of the Iran campaign.

When Minton dodged a loaded question,
Clayborn rose to his feet and pointed a trembling finger at her,
accusing her of selling out to the anti-war movement. She gave him
a minute to vent his wrath before spotting an opening and firing
back.

“You look like a puppet
standing there, Senator. Who’s pulling the strings?”

“What did you
say?”

“You heard me. Please zip
up your fly and act like the man your constituents voted
for.”

Clayborn was caught off guard by Minton’s
bold retort. As it turned out, his fly was quite zipped, but his
downward glance was enough to turn him into a buffoon on national
TV. He collapsed in his chair amidst a rush of laughter, and all
the while she glared at him with those penetrating blue eyes, the
perfect sound bite to launch her campaign for the presidency.

Perry watched her disappear through the
auditorium’s opened doors followed by a select band of reporters,
each flashing their VIP badge at the security guards. He looked
down at his restricted press badge and frowned. Six months ago,
that badge would have been stamped with the same “VIP” initials,
but times had changed. He sighed and snatched the buzzing cell
phone out of his jacket pocket.

Caliento’s voice crackled
in his ear. “Well?”

Perry watched the auditorium’s doors
close.

“Ambrose?”

“I’m on it. I’ll get her
when she comes out.”

“You didn’t get her going
in?”

Perry hesitated. “Better to wait until she
comes out. I can intercept her at the limo.”

Caliento’s voice
sharpened. “You didn’t get there in
time?”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got it
covered.”

“Damn you!”

The phone clicked. It didn’t take a rocket
scientist to know the Caliento deal was off.

Perry collapsed against a tree and stared at
the reporters scrambling down the hill with their video cameras and
cell phones. By the time Minton exited the hall, the world’s
television networks would have ample video footage to broadcast the
event on their 24/7 news.

He heard cheers and looked up at the
loudspeakers on the auditorium’s roof. A retired general named
Harland was introducing her to the auditorium’s eight thousand
roaring supporters.

Perry spent the next five minutes listening
to her speech on the loudspeakers. Clouds had moved in and a light
rain was falling.

He was about to call it quits when Minton’s
voice rose in a fiery condemnation of the President, both political
parties, and the apathetic American public.

“It’s more than an unjust
war. We’re at the most important crossroads in our nation’s
history. The planet’s last great hope for democracy is about to
fade into oblivion because YOU DON’T CARE! My fellow
Americans, you have given
up! They’re taking away everything you
have, AND you don’t
care!”

Perry stared at the loudspeakers in
disbelief. Was she daft? She had just condemned the voting public
for their apathy. Claire Minton had just committed political
suicide.

He pushed away from the tree and heard the
roar. They were cheering, dammit—cheering.

Her voice rose above the
cheers. “Listen to me, all of you! I
didn’t enter this race to win a hollow victory. I entered it to get
the message through, And here it
is! Our nation has been sold out to global
corporations. They control the media, the government, and the
courts. They will do anything to advance their quest for
power—ANYTHING!”

Perry listened to the cheers. The sky
flashed with lightning. His ears rang from a deafening thunderclap,
and the cheering went on.

“We spend more on cosmetics
than education for our children. We spend more on perfumes than
clean water. Our richest billionaire has more money in his pocket
than the poorest twenty million Americans. Both spouses work, but
we’re falling deeper into debt. Our health insurance is almost
gone. They’re replacing us with machines. We can’t even afford a
decent burial. And you still don’t
care!”

She waited for the cheers
to subside. “Well, I care! We can stop this mess before
it’s too late, but I need your help. There are still good people in
government who will rally with me to confront the President, the
Congress, and their fat-cat puppeteers. But we can’t do it without
YOU!”

She hesitated, her voice drowned out by the
cheers. Then came the chant.

“Minton!
Minton!”

She milked it before
throwing in the clincher. “They call me an
imposter, an egomaniac who’s only in it for the short haul. Well,
my friends, the March primaries are over and we took eleven
percent. So much for the short
haul!”

The auditorium exploded with cheers.

“I’ve come home to my
native Kansas and my beautiful Lawrence to ask your help in the
days ahead—and to make you a promise. I’m going to stay in this
fight right up to the November election.” She raised her voice above the screaming crowd.
“Yes, my friends, I’m in it for the long haul!
With your help, we’ll take our country back and set a new course
for a better world. May God give us the strength and wisdom to pick
up the torch and carry it to the White
House!”

“I’ll be damned.” Perry
collapsed against the tree and stared at the booming
loudspeakers.

 


Minton was nearly to her stretch limo when
she noticed a man waving a small placard. Not very creative from
the scribbling. She was about to duck into the limo when the words
caught her eye—

 


I have something you need.

 


“Please, Ms. Minton. It’s
getting hard to keep them back.”

She ignored her security agent’s plea and
stepped toward the man holding the sign. He extended it toward her
and nodded at the small envelope clipped to the placard’s lower
corner.

She snatched the envelope just in time. The
man was shoved backward and bullied away by two secret service
agents.

 


Minton’s limo was almost to the Eldridge
Hotel when Jess Wilkin leaned toward her. “What was that
about?”

Minton smiled at her campaign manager and
glanced at the small envelope in her hand.

Wilkin looked down at the envelope. “We
should check that.”

Her smile became a grin. “Why—anthrax?”

Wilkin frowned. “You’ve entered dangerous
ground, Claire. You’re a celebrity now. Never know who’s out there
trying to strike you down.”

She slipped the envelope into her jacket
pocket. “I’ll be careful.”

 


Claire Minton didn’t open the envelope until
later that night. She’d retired to her penthouse suite at the
Eldridge Hotel and was about to crawl into bed when she recalled
the folded envelope in her suit pocket. A quick trip to the closet
and she was carrying the innocent looking white envelope to the
bathroom sink.

She slipped on the mask and gloves provided
by one of the secret service agents while recalling the agent’s
warning when she refused to hand over the envelope.

Open it under a faucet, Ms. Minton. Use this
mask and gloves. Douse the envelope with cold water. Same for the
contents. Then close the bathroom door and call us.

How can I read it?

Please understand, Ms. Minton. We prefer you
let us handle it. This sort of thing is routine for us. We just
want to screen it for germs. We won’t read the contents. We’re
holding the man who gave it to you. He seems okay, but these people
are well-trained in terror tactics. Please, Ms. Minton. Let us
handle it—

She took a deep breath and ripped open the
envelope, exposing a small business card, which dropped into the
washbasin. A quick check of the torn envelope revealed nothing
else. She stared at the name—

 


Perry Ambrose

Journalist

 


She reached down and picked up the white
card, and read the scribbled writing on the other side—

 


Are you for real? If you are, I can give you
the presidency. I have a video of the Tehran mutiny.

Perry Ambrose (999-313-9499)

 


She read the card several times before
yanking off the mask and gloves. Claire Minton would not sleep
tonight.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

Panic

 


It was a beautiful spring day in the
nation’s capital. The cherry trees were in full bloom, their
brilliant reds and pinks luring the city’s bureaucrats from their
stuffy offices to a pleasant lunch in the warm sun. Plenty of grass
and park benches to relax with friends while wolfing down a
sandwich and beverage before marching back to the grind.

For the power brokers, it
was more exotic with lunch at one of the swank restaurants lining
Embassy Row, or perhaps a raw steak at the Capital Grille, or something more
intoxicating at the Monocle.

For the nation’s elected
officials, a light workout and massage were in order at the
Capitol’s gym, followed by lunch in the congressional dining room,
or maybe a touch of intrigue over martinis at The Watergate with its sweeping view of the Potomac.

Unfortunately, the President wasn’t enjoying
the sun today. He sat at his desk in the oval office, his brown
eyes glaring at the television screen beside Lincoln’s
portrait.

“Don’t break it, sir. Our
furniture budget’s exhausted.”

Jack Wiley waited for a response, but the
President ignored him. “Mr. President?”

No response.

Wiley snatched the remote off the desk and
pressed the “off” button.

“Hey, what are you
doing?”

“It’s over, sir. That’s a
commercial you’re watching.”

The President frowned and sank in his chair.
He had spent the past hour watching a rerun of Claire Minton’s
impassioned speech at the University of Kansas. At one point, he
turned off the volume to silence the cheers and applause while
calling her every name in the book. Not very presidential for the
nation’s leader.

Wiley watched Lincoln’s portrait slide over
the darkened screen. He looked across the desk at his friend of
thirty years while forcing a smile. “Well, at least she’s declared
herself. Now we have something to work with.”

The President shook his head. “Damn her to
hell.”

“Yes, sir.”

The President eyed his chief of staff. “What
should we do?”

Wiley leaned back in his chair. “Face facts.
At the rate she’s going, she’ll take sixteen percent.”

The President glared at him. “And I’ll be
history.”

“Not
necessarily.”

The President’s glare softened. “Come on,
Jack. If she gets sixteen percent, three fourths of it comes from
me. I’m only ahead of Hawley by four percent.”

Wiley shrugged. “It’s only April. She still
has to get on the ballot in twenty states. That’s not going to be
easy. Lots of things can happen between now and November.”

The President pushed out of his chair and
turned toward the window. The only sound was the clock ticking on
the mantle. He folded his arms and looked down.

“Nice picture.”

“What?”

“You look like Kennedy in
the missile crisis.”

The President shook his head. “Not funny,
Jack. If that bitch gives Hawley the election, everything we’ve
built goes down the drain. She’ll set the clock back fifty
years.”

The next five minutes were dead silent
except for the ticking clock. The two men seemed frozen, the
President standing at the window, his chief of staff gazing at
him.

The President sighed and turned toward his
friend. “What about the debates?”

Wiley shrugged. “From the look of things,
there’ll only be one and she’ll be in it.”

“There’s no way to stop
her?”

Wiley patted the desk. “Maybe we shouldn’t
try.”

“Are you nuts? She’ll eat
me for lunch. You saw what she did to Clayborn.”

Wiley shook his head. “This is different.
She’s in the big leagues now. The gloves are off.”

The President waved his hand impatiently.
“Cut the hyperbole. Do we have anything?”

Wiley smiled. “Remember Nixon?”

“What?”

“There are no recorders
running, right?”

The President gave him a puzzled look. “Of
course not.”

Wiley leaned toward his boss. “I always
figured Hawley would give us a good fight. Probably beat him
fifty-two to forty-eight.” He paused. “Minton changed that.”

The President frowned. “That’s it?”

“Not quite.” Wiley looked
his boss in the eye. “She might have an Achilles Heel.”

The President’s face brightened. “Yes?”

Wiley shook his head. “I’m still unclear,
but if my sources come through, it could cost us some money.”

“How much?”

“Three
million.”

The President dropped back in his chair.
“For what?”

Wiley glanced at his watch. “We’d best not
discuss it further.”

The President glared at him. “What the hell
do you mean? You’re not going to leave me hanging?”

Wiley raised his hand in a reassuring
gesture. “I’d better get going. Damn League of Women Voters is
trying to push their way back into the debates. I have a meeting
with their reps in five minutes. No sense ruffling any feathers.”
Wiley turned for the door.

“Jack?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Give me something for
God’s sake.”

Wiley smiled. “We want her in the debate,
forked tongue and all. When the time is right, you’ll crush her in
front of the nation while Hawley looks on like a bump on a log, and
we’ll spend the next four years in this really nice room.”

The President watched his chief of staff
disappear through the oval office’s double doors. He turned toward
the window and stared at the south lawn.

 


___________

 


“You’re free to
go.”

Perry squinted at the blue-suited man
standing at the cell door. He recognized the man’s gaunt face from
last night’s interrogation.

The man pulled the door open and waved his
hand impatiently. “Let’s go.”

Perry crawled off the cot and stretched his
aching back. He slipped on his shoes, tucked in his shirt, and
shuffled out of the cell into the shadowed corridor.

The man handed Perry a small plastic bag. He
watched Perry pull out his cell phone and wallet before shaking the
empty bag.

Perry held up the empty bag. “Where are my
car keys?”

The man frowned. “You won’t need them. We
paid for your car rental and motel room.”

“Paid?”

The man glared at him. “You only had twenty
dollars in your wallet and your credit card was spent. Now let’s
go.” He gripped Perry’s arm and led him toward a metal door at the
rear of the corridor.

Perry felt a chill. “You’re secret
service?”

“Not
important.”

“Show me your ID. I have a
right.”

“Shut up.”

“Where are you taking
me?”

“The bus
station.”

“Bus?”

The man reached into his pocket and handed
Perry a white ticket. “One way to St. Louis.”

Perry gawked at the ticket.

“Good place to consider
your future. There’s three hundred bucks in your wallet to cover
your expenses while you figure things out.” He jerked Perry’s arm.
“I suggest a new career.”

The man led Perry through the jail’s rear
security door to a waiting black sedan. A light rain was falling
and the morning sky was blanketed with gray clouds. The rain felt
good on Perry’s face.

A second man stepped out of the sedan and
opened the rear passenger door.

Perry froze. “Where’s my camera?”

The blue-suited man nodded at the car.
“Lying on the back seat with a nice clean memory.”

Perry glared at him. “You scrubbed my
pictures?”

The man shrugged. “What pictures?”

“Damn you!”

The man seized Perry’s collar and yanked him
close until they were nose to nose. “I don’t think you get it, Mr.
Ambrose. Now listen good cause I’m not gonna repeat myself. If you
try to contact Claire Minton, you’ll spend ten years in a maximum
security prison.” He gave Perry’s collar a hard twist. “Clear?”

“Quite.”

“Good, we have an
understanding.” The man released his death grip and retreated into
the jail.

Perry felt a firm hand on his shoulder as
the second man pressed him into the car. He slid across the rear
seat beside his camera. It was eight a.m. in Lawrence, Kansas on
Friday, April 15th, 2016.

 


____________

 


Perry’s bus pulled into St. Louis’ 13th
Street terminal at four p.m. It was raining hard and there was talk
of severe weather.

He grabbed a map at the terminal and checked
out the nearest cheap motel. With three hundred bucks to his name,
it was time to tighten the old belt.

Not the greatest location,
but the Hi-Huckleberry Hostel
had warm water and a bed. He grabbed a sandwich
down the street and headed back to room “111” with a pint of
Jack Daniel’s.

Six months had passed
since the incident in Tehran. In that time, Perry Ambrose had been
blacklisted by every major news organization in the country. Of
course, it was done with the utmost subtlety to avoid legal
reprisal, but the results were devastating. The best Perry could do
was a series of contracted assignments with four
paparazzi sleaze rags,
with no money given until the required photographs and interviews
were delivered to the editors.

Bad choice. In his four assignments, Perry
had been paid once, and that was half the amount promised. The
other three rags were still “reviewing” his submissions.

The deal with Caliento was Perry’s first
venture into the world of political action groups. Whoever Caliento
represented, one thing was clear. Caliento’s backers were out to
nail Claire Minton. Had Perry succeeded in getting that interview
with her, Caliento’s technicians would have distorted her words and
image into a hate commercial for release to prime time television.
So much for 21st century journalism.

Perry went easy on the
booze while watching the news on his favorite network. Josh Barden
had become WNN’s top news anchor after his stellar performance at
the Iranian front. With the face and frame of a movie star, Barden
had just published his best selling book, Memoirs from Hell, a stirring
account of the battle for Iran and Barden’s front line heroics with
our gallant troops.

Perry had purchased Barden’s five hundred
page masterpiece at an Indiana book store en route to Lawrence. He
almost got a chance to confront Barden who was doing a signing at
the store, but the famed reporter fled the store in a huff when he
spotted his old friend glaring at him from the purchase line.

Perry took a swig of
Daniel’s while recalling
the scene at Higgin’s Bookstore
when Barden ducked out the side door with his
agent. Barden must have left fifty unsigned books on the signing
table, with at least that many people standing in the purchase
line. Perry could still see their stunned faces when Barden rushed
out the door.

Perry took another swig, his eyes trained on
the TV. Blast, all he needed was another five minutes. Just five
more minutes and he would have been in Barden’s face. Oh, what a
story that would have been. Imagine the crowd’s reaction when a
stranger assailed Barden with battlefront questions the famed war
correspondent couldn’t answer, and for good reason.

Josh Barden was an imposter, a sycophant who
replaced Perry when the military ran him out of Tehran six months
ago.

Barden was in Iran only one month when WNN
pulled him out after their successful performance in the sweeps. In
his brief stay, Barden was sheltered in protected areas except when
flown to battle locations for contrived interviews with the weary
troops. There were even rumors of make up artists smearing Barden’s
face with dirt and grease before the interviews were recorded.
Gotta look like you just crawled out of a bloody fire fight,
right?

It worked like a charm. WNN cleaned up in
the sweeps and Josh Barden rocketed up the promotional ladder until
he was named WNN’s top news anchor only two weeks ago. Hell of a
ride for the ambitious dirt bag.

Perry took a swig of
Daniel’s and pressed the
remote’s off button. The only sound was the rain spattering against
the hotel room window. He put the bottle on the nightstand and
stared at the ceiling.

You really messed up, chum. You’re lying in
a bloody flop house with two hundred sixty-four bucks, an exhausted
credit card, a used bus ticket, and an empty camera. Twenty years
of hard work for nothing. So much for the great American dream.

He took a deep breath while recalling his
dad’s pub in Whitechapel. Not the best locale, but it was honest
work and a father’s legacy to his son. He could still see the
Welshman’s scowl when he told his dad he was off to the states to
seek fame and fortune.

His old man socked him good
when he pulled out the offer letter from the Hartford Courant. Bloody near took
out the whole line of bar stools when he slammed into the
counter.

Can’t blame the old guy. Perry’s dad was
dead set on passing the pub to his son. Instead, his namesake was
headed for America with stars in his eyes and no money in his
pocket, and of all things to become a parasite reporter who would
make his money off the pain of others.

His dad cursed him plenty on that Sunday in
Whitechapel. Perry’s ears still rang from the old man’s tirade that
America was a deteriorating nation that had seen its best days.
That he was about to give up everything his father worked for to
become a slander merchant.

And that final warning when his dad chugged
down his glass of bitters and shattered the empty glass on the
counter.

You’ll be back, Perry, but it’ll be too
late. Mark my words boy, you’ll be back with your bloody tail
between your legs, but it will be too bloody late!

 


He was nearly asleep when his cell phone
went off. He fumbled with the ringing phone and felt it drop on the
floor. Hell with it, probably some bloke trying to collect a
bill.

He tried to close his eyes but the bloody
thing kept ringing. “Blast.” He rolled on his side and groped for
the annoying phone. When he finally snatched it off the floor, the
ringing had stopped.

He rolled on his back and placed the phone
beside him. If the cursed thing went off again, he’d throw it at
the wall. Nothing but bad luck anyhow. Like when Sid gave him the
axe at WNN. Or when those sleaze bag editors told him they were
still reviewing his work. Or when Caliento chewed him out.
Bastards! Scumbags!

He felt his eyes
closing. Get some sleep, man. Tomorrow’s
another day. You’ll figure something out. Just go to sleep. Nothing
like beautiful...numbing...sleep........

His eyes snapped open. The phone’s message
alert was chiming. He sat up and snatched the phone off the bed.
“That’s it, phone! Go to bloody hell!”

He was winding up to throw the phone at the
wall when the speaker went off. He listened to the garbled message
and slowly lowered his hand.

“If you’re interested in
picking up where you left off yesterday, I’ll call back in five
minutes.”

Perry looked down at the phone. He didn’t
recognize the man’s voice, but it might be one of Caliento’s
stooges trying to make amends.

Blast, no surprise there. Hard to find a
washed-up reporter at the end of his rope. Maybe Caliento had
reconsidered his ultimatum. After all, Minton would be in Denver
next week. With a little luck, he could still get that
interview.

He stared at the
phone. Blast, that’s it. The bloke’s
reconsidered. Well, this time it’ll cost him. No more promises, Mr.
Caliento. This time we play it my way.

The phone rang five minutes later and Perry
Ambrose stepped into hell.

“Yeah?”

“Hello, Mr. Ambrose. Were
you serious in that card?”

Perry looked down at the phone in shock.

“Mr. Ambrose?”

“I’m here.”

“Were you serious about the
video?”

Perry gripped the phone. “I have some
questions.”

“So do we. Where can we
meet?”

Perry froze while recalling the agent’s
threat at the jail.

“Mr. Ambrose?”

“Who is this?”

“An interested party. Where
are you?”

“St. Louis.”

The caller hesitated. Perry could hear him
mumbling to someone in the background.

“Didn’t expect that, Mr.
Ambrose. It will take us a couple of hours to get there. Where are
you staying?”

Perry hesitated. It’s a bloody setup! It’s
that goon at the jail checking on me. Watch it, Ambrose. One wrong
word and you’re toast!

“Mr. Ambrose?”

Perry struggled for words. “I need to know
who you are.”

“Can’t say.”

Perry glanced at his watch. “Meet me at the
thirteenth street Greyhound Terminal at midnight. Front
entrance.”

The man mumbled something
in the background. “Can you get there
without being spotted?”

“What?”

“We think you’re being
tracked, Mr. Ambrose. It’s critical they don’t trace you to us.
Very bad if they do.”

“Bad?”

“For you, Mr.
Ambrose.”

Perry felt a chill. “You’re with
Minton?”

“Can’t say. Please answer
my question.”

“Not until you answer
mine.”

The man hesitated.
“It’s your decision, Mr. Ambrose. If you’re not
at the terminal at midnight, you’ll never hear from me
again.”

Perry sighed. “You’re not giving me
much.”

The man chuckled.
“About the same as a card with a promise
scribbled on it.”

Perry hesitated. “I’ll be there.”

“One last thing. Before you
come, check your clothes for a bug. It’ll look like a pin or
staple. Maybe a laundry tag or shirt button. If you see anything
like a black dot or filament, rip if off and leave it behind. Check
your personal possessions too. Remove anything that looks out of
place. It’s imperative they don’t trace you to us.”

Perry slumped on the bed. “You know this is
hard to take.”

“Believe it! You’re playing
with fire.”

Perry listened to the click. He lowered the
phone and stared at the rain spattering against the window.

He spent the next hour probing his clothes
for the phantom bug. Nothing so much as a loose hair. Even his
underwear was free of anything resembling a transmission
device.

At 10:45, he got desperate and started
checking his camera. It would take an hour to reach the bus station
on foot and he still hadn’t figured how to pull that off.

He was detaching the lens assembly when he
glanced at his watch.

“Hell with it.”
He slipped on his sport jacket and jammed his
wallet in the inside pocket. Then came the camera. No time to check
it for bugs. No time for anything. He reached in the closet and
snatched his raincoat.

He was nearly out the door when he realized
his shoes were still in the closet. He took a nervous breath and
ran for the closet in his stocking feet.

He was slipping on his left shoe when it hit
him. His shoes! They had taken them from him at the jail. He stared
at the shoe. Was he going paranoid? Put on the bloody shoe and get
out of here.

He started to slip on the
shoe and stopped. What the hell was that bloody rattling? Next
thing he knew, he was yanking at the heel. He ran into the bathroom
and slammed the shoe on the toilet bowl. Again, dammit! He slammed the heel
against the porcelain and watched it fly into the
bathtub.

What's wrong with you,
Ambrose? You’ve lost your bloody marbles. That’s your only pair
of—

He stared at the exposed sole and the black,
metallic object dangling from it. “Blast.” He slumped against the
toilet bowl and held the object in his hand.

 


____________

 


The black sedan had been
parked on 12th Street for three hours, its two bored occupants
trying to stay awake while monitoring the Huckleberry’s front entrance. A
small black box rested on the console between them, its screen
emitting a flashing red dot.

Agent Shackleton poked his snoring
colleague. “You still with me?”

“Huh?”

Shackleton frowned. “Wake up.”

Agent Kravetz yawned and
reached for the cup of cold coffee on the dashboard. He took a sip
and squinted at the tramp staggering through the
Huckleberry’s glass
entrance doors.

Shackleton nodded at the tramp. “Bet they
throw him out.”

“Why?”

“They’re full. The last guy
barely got in. I saw him pleading with the desk manager.”
Shackleton focused his night vision scope on the
Huckleberry’s glass
doors. He couldn’t see the tramp, but the desk manager was yelling
at someone.

Kravetz stared at the glass doors. “Bet they
keep him.”

Shackleton gave his colleague a dirty look.
“Never mind the tramp. How’s our friend doing?”

Kravetz glanced at the screen. “No change.
Take my word for it. Our man’s fast asleep from that bottle of
booze. He’s not going anywhere.” He squinted at his watch. “Another
hour of this crap and I can see my wife and kids.”

“Think they’ll recognize
you?”

“Not funny.”

Shackleton lowered the scope. “I win.”

“What?”

Shackleton nodded at the tramp backing out
the front door. The poor creep yanked up his parka hood and headed
north on 12th.

Kravetz stared at the staggering drunk. “One
more hour, dammit. That’s all I can take. Think of it, Phil. All
that money out there and a flop house turns away a homeless drunk.
And I’m sitting here watching it like some kind of sicko.” He
frowned. “Makes me want to get out.”

Shackleton patted him on the shoulder.
“Better wait for that pension before you get brave. You don’t want
to end up like that poor dude.”

The two agents watched the pathetic creature
fade into the rain while their beeper continued its boring ritual.
And while they sat in their car, a nameless tramp stretched out on
the vacated bed in room “111”, his hand clutching the fifty dollar
bill Perry had given him for his parka and shoes.

The drunk took a swig of
the half-empty pint of Jack
Daniel’s Perry had included in the trade.
He smiled and looked down at his toes poking through his torn
socks.

No need for shoes. Easy enough to pick up a
pair at the shelter. Yeah, it felt real good snuggling in a warm
bed on a night like this. And with a TV too.

The drunk drifted off to sleep, unaware of
the broken shoe under his bed, and the tiny micro-transmitter lying
beside it.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 4

Key to the Kingdom

 


The wind had picked up, driving the rain
into his face. He turned away from the stinging drops and squinted
at his watch. Ten minutes to midnight. The bus terminal was thirty
minutes away.

“Blast!” He tightened his
hood and ran up 12th toward Tucker Boulevard where a yellow taxi
sat beneath a lamppost. The light had turned green for the oncoming
traffic, but this was no time for caution. He sprinted off the curb
and dodged two speeding cars.

“Watch it idiot! What the
hell’s wrong with you!”

He ignored their blaring horns and curses
while charging across Tucker toward the parked taxi. He dodged a
third car and ran alongside the taxi. The service light was
off.

He crouched beside the driver’s window and
peered at the man asleep behind the wheel. He rapped on the window,
but the driver didn’t budge. An empty pint bottle lay on the
seat.

“Wake up, you bloody
lush!” Perry yanked the door open and glared at the stunned
driver.

“What the hell?” The
driver leaned away from the opened door while fumbling for the
wrench under his seat.

Perry leaned toward him. “I need a
ride.”

“Go to hell.” The driver
held up the wrench and waved it at Perry. He tugged the door closed
and started the engine. He was about to pull away when Perry
flashed a twenty at the windshield. The driver eyed the twenty and
gunned the engine.

The second twenty did the trick. The driver
rolled down his window and poked his head into the rain. “Where
to?”

“I need to make the
Greyhound Terminal by midnight.”

The driver snatched the twenties. “Get
in.”

Perry was halfway into the taxi when the
driver floored the accelerator, sending his passenger sprawling
across the rear seat.

“Hey, watch
it!”

The driver glanced at the rear view mirror.
“You want to get there or not?”

The yellow cab skidded away from the curb
and raced up Tucker Boulevard toward North 13th Street and the
Greyhound Terminal. Seven minutes later, it splashed to a stop at
the terminal’s deserted entrance.

The driver glanced at the mirror. “You got
one minute.”

Perry crawled out of the cab and backed away
from the curb as the cab skidded away, spraying him with dirty
water. He pulled up his hood and scanned the rainswept sidewalk. No
one was in sight except a homeless dude lying beside the terminal’s
glass entrance doors, his body covered with cardboard and
plastic.

Perry eyed the glass doors
and felt the rain pelt his hood. Inside,
idiot. They won’t be out here.

“You him?”

Perry spun around and stared at the black
SUV that had pulled up to the curb.

“Mr. Ambrose?”

Perry squinted at the shadow inside the
opened window. If it was the creep from the jail, he was toast. He
clenched his fists and nodded.

A hulking man in a raincoat stepped out of
the SUV and waved him aboard. “Please hurry.”

Perry shuffled toward the SUV and froze from
a cold sensation. He looked down at his stocking feet. “Blast.”

“What’s wrong?”

“My bloody shoes are gone.
I must’ve run out of them.”

“Forget that.” The man
backed away and watched Perry crawl into the rear seat. It was
three minutes past midnight.

Nothing was said for the next few minutes.
They cut across town and hopped on I-70 North. An airport sign
flashed past Perry’s window.

Perry leaned forward. “We’re going to the
airport?”

The man nodded. “We have a small plane
waiting. Only an hour hop to Kansas City.”

Perry glanced at the rain-streaked window.
“We’re flying in this?”

“We’ll be fine, Mr.
Ambrose.” The man turned toward him. “You are Ambrose?”

Perry nodded. “What’s left of him.”

The man eyed his parka and shoeless feet.
“Looks like you’ve had a rough time.”

Perry ignored him.

“Can I see your
ID?”

“What?”

The man glared at him. “I need to be
sure.”

Perry took out his wallet and removed his
driver’s license. He handed it to the man and watched him give it
the evil eye.

The man handed it back to him. “What’s in
the bag?”

Perry frowned and slipped the leather bag
off his shoulder. He watched the man open it and study the
camera.

The man held up the camera. “You used this
in Tehran?”

Perry nodded.

The man closed the bag. “I’ll give it back
to you when we’re done.”

“No need for that. The
bloody thing’s empty.”

“Just protocol. Nothing to
worry about.” The man placed the camera on the seat and stared at
the windshield.

The SUV took the airport exit and veered
toward the charter terminal. They were almost to the terminal when
the driver pulled up to a guardhouse and extended a badge.

The guard made a quick
phone call and waved them through the opened gate. Perry could see
a Gulfstream parked on the rainswept tarmac.

They were about to board the plane when the
hulk pulled out an electronic wand and ran it across Perry’s
body.

“What the bloody
hell.”

“Sorry, just
proto—”

“Get on with it.” Perry
raised his arms in anger and looked up at the falling
rain.

The flight took a bit longer with the bad
weather. Perry stared at the flashing sky while his host sat across
the aisle, his stubby fingers working a laptop computer. No words
were spoken between the plane’s only passengers.

The Gulfstream touched down at an
airstrip near Kansas City and taxied to a stop beside a parked
limo. Perry followed his host down the exit ramp and shuffled
toward the limo in his shredded socks. He watched a uniformed
chauffeur step out of the limo and open the rear passenger door. It
had stopped raining.

Perry slid into the car’s rear seat and
stared at the attractive woman seated across from him.

“Mr. Ambrose?” Claire
Minton leaned forward and extended her hand.

Perry nodded and clasped her hand.

She smiled and looked down at his torn
socks. “Nice touch.”

He frowned. “Not funny.”

Her smile faded. “Were you serious about
this?” She handed him the card.

Perry stared at his writing. He returned the
card and looked her in the eye. “I’m very serious, but quite
expensive.”

She pulled an envelope from her jacket
pocket. “A thousand dollars to show our intent.” She leaned forward
and placed the envelope on his seat. “We need to see what you have
before we go further.”

Perry looked down at the envelope.

“Something
wrong?”

He sighed. “I don’t quite know how to put
this, but you’re asking me to hand you the bloody key to the
kingdom for a thousand dollars. How do I know you won’t take the
bloody video and dump me?”

She shrugged. “If you have what you claim,
it would be worth a great deal to me. I would be willing to offer
you more than money.”

“More?”

“I need a good press
secretary, Mr. Ambrose. We still have six months before the
election. With your help, I can drum up enough votes to reach
twenty percent. That means a lot of press coverage in the months
ahead.” She locked her blue eyes on him. “From what I know about
your history at WNN, it would be a real slap in their face, if you
get my drift.”

Her words lingered in his ears. It sounded
so damn good. A chance to get even with Carlton, Sid, and their
pathetic excuse for an anchorman. He stared at the envelope.

“You okay, Mr.
Ambrose?”

He frowned. “Why are you doing this?”

She shrugged. “To win.”

“Win?”

“The
presidency.”

His frown deepened. “You expect me to
believe that?”

“Yes.”

He shook his head. “I need to know the
reason, Ms. Minton.”

“I just gave it to
you.”

He leaned toward her. “No—the real reason.
Negotiating leverage for your backers? Appointment to the winner’s
cabinet? Advance publicity for a book? Power trip?”

She smiled. “We don’t have time for that.
Maybe after you show us the video.”

He eased back in the seat. “I need to
know.”

Her smile faded. “Why should it matter? You
get what you want and I get what I want.”

Perry felt a rush of anger. “You make it
sound like I’m a bloody sleaze bag looking for a handout. That this
is all for money.”

Her smile returned. “We do what we
must.”

He nodded, his black Welsh eyes gleaming.
“Looks like you know everything about me.”

“Pretty much.”

“Then know this. Before I
give you that video, I need to know what you stand for.”

She shrugged. “Why?”

“If you’re serious about
using me, I need to believe in the cause. You should know that by
now.”

She leaned back in her seat and folded her
arms. “You’re a strange one, Mr. Ambrose. A real renegade. Had the
world by the tail and lost it because you wanted that
Pulitzer.”

Perry’s face turned red. “Fuck the bloody
Pulitzer. I wanted to expose the bastards. I’ve been trying to do
that for seventeen years.” He leaned closer. “It’s more than money,
Ms. Minton.”

“Yes?”

Perry clenched his fists. “It turns me on.
Makes me feel like I’m worth something. Like I’m throwing a punch
for the underdogs.” He paused to let his words sink in. “That’s why
I need to know about you.” His black eyes burned into her. “If
you’re a fake, I just might go after you.”

Her eyes flickered. “You’re pushing, Mr.
Ambrose. I suggest you shut up.”

He dropped back in the seat. “I need to
know.”

She stared at him like a wolf eyeing its
prey. The only sound was the air conditioning rushing through the
vents. The door swung open.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Minton.
There’s another front coming in. If you need the plane—”

She turned toward the young man, her eyes
aflame. “Shut the fucking door.”

The stunned man backed away and closed the
door while Claire Minton composed herself. She locked her blue eyes
on Perry and took a calming breath. “It’s late, so I’ll give you
the thirty second version.” She hesitated. “I grew up on a farm
outside Lawrence. My dad was a good farmer, but the government and
their corporate backers didn’t care. My dad lost his farm when I
was twelve. It killed him and my mom. I saw my brother give up. He
died of a drug overdose, and I—” She looked down.

“Yes?”

She raised her hand. “Real personal,
sorry.”

“Personal?”

She composed herself. “I had no options, so
I joined the army after high school. They were good to me. Put me
through college and taught me leadership.”

Perry nodded at her ring. “War college?”

“Yes.”

“Impressive.”

She leaned forward and glared at him.
“Everything has a price, Mr. Ambrose. I lost some good friends
along the way. Saw the darker side of life. They gave me more
medals than I deserved because I was a woman, but that didn’t
matter. I’d chuck them all if I could bring back my dead comrades.”
She took a deep breath. “I owe it to them—and my family. If I can
shake things up in that cesspool called DC, we might turn things
around.” She brushed away a tear. “That’s why I’m running.”

Perry looked down at her clenched fists.
“You know you can’t win. They’ll never let a third party run this
country. Too much at stake.”

She eased back in her seat and glanced at
her watch. “You asked for a reason.”

Perry sighed. “I need a couple of days. You
have my number.” He started to open the door and felt her hand on
his wrist.

“Do you believe
me?”

Perry looked down at her hand. “I want to
believe you, but it’s not easy. Maybe I’ve seen too much.”

She clutched his wrist. “Then consider this.
If I get twenty percent, both sides will be forced to cut deals for
my support. That means ironclad guarantees that we get out of the
Middle East and save thirty billion dollars a month—money that can
be channeled into health care, education, and jobs. And that’s just
the beginning.” She slid her hand off his wrist. “We don’t have to
win to get the job done. Don’t fail me, Mr. Ambrose. If you mean
what you say about shaking those trees, we can do it together.”

Perry frowned and opened the door.
“Goodnight, Ms. Minton.” He snatched the envelope off the seat and
stepped out of the car.

She watched him climb
aboard the Gulfstream, accompanied by her security man. It was four a.m. in Kansas
City and she was dead tired. She pressed the intercom and watched
the plane taxi toward the runway.

“Yes, Ms.
Minton?”

“We can go,
George.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She was nearly asleep when her cell phone
went off. “Yes?”

“He wants us to drop him in
Indianapolis. Insists on working alone. I tried to explain the
bodyguard is for his safety, but he got pretty upset.”

She rubbed her tired eyes. “Give him some
decent clothes and tail the hell out of him. Under no circumstances
is he to be exposed for a second.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Keep in touch.” She
pressed the off button and closed her eyes.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 5

South Central

 


Julia Kramer gripped the rusted iron railing
and pulled herself up. She stood motionless on the tenement’s front
steps, her eyes trained on the uniformed soldier who had stepped
out of the taxi.

She pressed her hand over her mouth and
fought back the tears. Yes—it was him. Maybe a little thin from the
bad food and desert heat, but it was him.

The soldier slung his duffel bag over his
shoulder and started toward the tenement. He paused and looked at
the woman on the steps.

Two years had passed since he last saw her.
She looked the same except for a worry line or two. Even wore the
same blue dress and white apron she’d worn on that sad day two
years ago when he went off to war.

He rested his hand on the railing and smiled
at her. “Hi, mom.”

She sobbed and held out her arms. “Oh, my
Terell. Praise the Lord, my Terell’s come home.”

He dropped the bag and rushed up the steps.
They clung to each other and wept while the sun set over the
tenements. Nothing was said. Nothing had to be. Terell Kramer was
home.

That night, Julia phoned family and friends
while boiling up enough food to feed an army. There would be time
for tears later, but first let’s celebrate this wonderful day. With
so many dead and dying, so many maimed and broken, the Lord had
brought Julia Kramer’s son home.

It was a night of gaiety and laughter at the
Kramer’s South Central LA apartment. Aunts, uncles, girl friends,
and school chums all showed up to welcome their Terell home. A few
hood brothers even popped in for a quick toast to their old bud
from the streets. “I’ll be damned, that you Terell? What kinda suit
is that? You look like a cop.”

They danced and drank and ate and talked
while Terell Kramer tried to grasp how much life could change in a
few hours.

The hardest part was fielding the ignorant
questions.

“Pretty rough,
huh?”

”So, how we doin’ over
there?”

”Goin’ back?”

He smiled and gave them canned replies while
clutching the tattered card in his pocket.

The party broke a little after midnight.
They could have gone on all night, but everyone could see mom
Kramer and her son were exhausted. Besides, it was Saturday night
in LA and there were places to go and people to see. So be well,
brother Kramer. Maybe we’ll see you at “Freddy’s” tomorrow night.
We’ll have a couple of cold ones and talk about the war and our
hell-raisin’ times in the hood. And for God’s sake, get out of that
uniform before one of the brothers takes you for a cop and starts
shootin’.

Julia was nearly asleep when her son plunked
down on the couch beside her. The TV was tuned to WNN where the
latest grim news was coming in from the Middle East. Terell pressed
the off button and stared at the blank screen.

“That you,
son?”

He rolled his head to the side and smiled at
his mom.

“Bet you’re beat. I’ll fix
you some warm milk. Help you sleep.”

He patted her hand. “I’m fine, mom. Get some
sleep. I’ll finish cleaning up.”

She grasped his hand and smiled through her
tears. “My boy’s come home. My Terell. . .my son. . . .”

He watched her eyes flutter and close. When
he was sure she was asleep, he slipped his hand away and eased off
the couch. He lifted the flannel comforter off the couch’s arm and
draped it over her. “Sleep well, mom.” He leaned forward and kissed
her on the forehead.

Terell didn’t sleep much that night. Too
many bad memories flaring up in his psyche. He saw the bombs light
up the night sky and the tracers cross paths while streaming toward
their targets. He heard the cries of dying men, women, and
children, and felt the hot blasts against his face. And while he
relived it, his hand clutched the tattered card.

Mom Kramer awoke the next morning to find
her son sitting on the front steps in a tee-shirt and jeans. He was
just sitting there watching the morning traffic on Crenshaw.

“You okay,
son?”

He looked up at her and forced a smile.
“You’re up early.”

“I’m always up early.” She
sat on the steps and wrapped her arm around him. “You look awful
tired.”

He shrugged. “I’m not used to the time
change. I’ll be okay in a couple days.”

She looked at him with concerned eyes.
“Maybe you should see a doc.”

“I’m fine, mom.” He patted
her hand and stared at the passing cars.

They sat together looking at the cars before
she finally forced out the words. “They say it’s real bad over
there.”

He shrugged. “It’s war.”

“They say we’re
losin’.”

He smiled. “Just a lot of news talk. Can’t
believe anyone these days.”

She nodded and looked at the cars. “Lose
anyone over there?”

He shook his head. “No time to make friends.
Better that way.” He stood up and smoothed down his jeans. “Think
I’ll take a walk. Looks like a nice day.”

She slapped her apron and stood up. “Good
idea. I got some laundry to do, so leave out anything you need
washed. Some of the guys said you might be hangin’ out with them
tonight.”

He shrugged. “Maybe a beer or two, but we
can have dinner first. Maybe talk a little.”

She didn’t like the way he said it. She
nodded and gripped his arm. “You plannin’ to move on?”

He gave her a hug. “We’ll talk later.” He
walked down the steps and headed up Crenshaw.

She watched him fade into the morning
sunlight. God, how many times she’d watched him take that
treacherous walk. The streets of Tehran might be deadly, but South
Central wasn’t far behind. They were finally reining in the gangs,
but the root causes were still here.

She glared at the sunlit
tenements. Damn those people in
Washington. Thirty billion dollars wasted each month in a war
against phantoms. Good money that could be used to rebuild our hood
and give our young men hope. Heck, the only ones rakin’ in that
money are the rich corporate dudes on TV. Damn them. Damn them
all!

She caught herself and lowered her head.
“Forgive me, Lord. Don’t make me bitter. I have no right. You
brought my boy home.” She wiped away a tear and went inside.

Terell turned right on Florence and headed
toward Eddie Reefer’s gas station where he’d worked as a mechanic
before joining the army. Old Eddie had taught him everything about
cars. Hard to tell if Eddie was blowing smoke at last night’s
party, but if he really needed a mechanic, Terell was his man.

It was a beautiful spring morning in South
Central. Terell soaked up some sun before stopping at his favorite
deli to grab a sandwich and coffee from his old buddy, Billy Bob.
They shared a few minutes together while Billy Bob ranted about
Vietnam.

Billy Bob changed the subject when he
noticed Terell’s face covered with sweat. He knew that pained look
from his days in recovery. Best to let it go.

“Sandwich and coffee’s on
the house, brother. Welcome home.” Billy Bob patted Terell’s
shoulder and watched his young friend walk out the door.

Terell was almost to Eddie’s gas station
when the nausea overtook him. He ducked into an alley and threw up,
his body wrenching in pain. He staggered toward the trash cans and
dropped beside them, praying for the panic attack to pass.

He must have cowered behind those cans for
an hour, his mind trapped in Tehran. He clutched the tattered card
while three ghostlike faces flashed in his eyes.

Edgar, Joey, and Rafael were dead, taken out
last week in a deadly crossfire near Isfahan. The official word was
they had walked into an insurgent trap, but Terell knew better.

He saw the tracers streak over his head
while his three comrades lay dead beside him. He relived his
desperate escape through a gully until he’d cleared the incoming
fire. Then, that quick look through his night-vision goggles at the
insurgents poking the three corpses with their automatic weapons.
He could hear their voices in the darkness. They were speaking
English!

He staggered to his feet and leaned against
the brick wall. It was clear now. Six months ago, he and his three
comrades witnessed a shooting that never happened. If word of the
Tehran mutiny reached the press, it would unleash a wildfire that
might bring the war to a grinding halt. No way would that be
allowed. Too much money at stake. Too many powerful interests
involved.

He rubbed the sweat off his
face and felt the same icy chill he’d felt for the past six
months. I’m the last one, dammit. The last
one who can speak out. The last one who can hurt them. They’re
gonna kill me for sure. No turning back now. It’s them or
me.

His eyes filled with
tears. Oh, mom—I’m so sorry. I’m so damn
sorry.

He lifted the tattered card to the light and
stared at it—

 


Perry Ambrose

Journalist

 


He squinted at the phone number on the card.
In the past six months, he must have read that number a thousand
times while praying for his life and the lives of his three
comrades.

They had been ordered to say nothing about
the Tehran shootout under penalty of court-martial. The embedded
reporter who interviewed them had been removed from Iran and his
recording confiscated. No word of the shootout had reached the
media. No contact with embedded reporters had been allowed for six
months while Terell Kramer and his three comrades were thrown into
the worst battle conditions imaginable.

He crumpled the card in his fist. Well, the
bastards finally did it. After six months of futile tries, the CIA
had killed his three comrades, and now they were gonna kill him.
Last chance, man. Take the shot.

He groped for his cell phone and punched the
phone number on the tattered card. Ten minutes later, he walked out
of the alley and headed toward the Arco station on the corner. He
was almost there when he heard someone call his name.

“That you
Terell?”

He turned and saw a youthful face smiling at
him from an SUV parked at the curb. Terell squinted at the young
man. “Do I know you?”

“It’s Ralph, Terell. You
don’t remember me?”

“Who?” Terell walked
toward the SUV.

The young man threw up his hands. “It’s
Ralph. I mean, you are Terell Kramer, right?”

“Yeah, but I—”

Terell never finished the
sentence. The last thing he saw was the young man pointing
an Uzi at him. He
tried to run for cover, but the bullets ripped into him before he
took a step. He lay on the sidewalk, his body spurting blood while
stunned pedestrians ran for cover. He was still crawling toward the
alley when the young man jumped out of the SUV and ran beside him,
his Uzi pointed
at Terell’s head.

The young man squeezed the
trigger and blew away Julia Kramer’s son. He backed away and glared
at the terrified onlookers, his Uzi
pointed at the sky. “No damn strangers in my
hood!” He fired a burst in the air and dived into the
SUV.

The shaken witnesses watched the SUV skid
away from the curb. They stared at the lifeless body lying in a
pool of blood on the sidewalk. Slowly, deliberately they walked
closer and bent over the man’s blood-stained body.

An old man knelt beside the body and felt
for a pulse while his friend looked on.

“What you doin’ that for?
Can’t you see he’s dead?”

“Never know.” The old man
snatched the cell phone from the dead man’s bloody hand. “I better
call the cops. Guess he won’t mind me usin’ his phone.”

The old man’s friend backed away. “I’ll call
the cops. That phone’s no good with a bullet hole in it.”

 


The SUV skidded onto the Harbor Freeway and
sped south toward the 405. The young assailant had already stripped
off his sweat band, wig, and afro-shirt. The driver glanced at him
and smiled. “A bit heavy with the sixties crap, no?”

The young man ignored him while punching a
security code into his cell phone. He pressed the phone against his
ear and stared at the road.

A robotic voice crackled in
his ear. “Authenticate.”

The young man hesitated before speaking.
“Romeo—Zebra—Alpha—Bravo—Two—Asterisk—Gamma.”

“Cleared. Go
ahead.”

The young man sighed. “Target spotted and
terminated. Returning to cleansing area.”

“Well done, Gamma. Message
confirmed.”

The young man closed the cell phone and
leaned back in the seat.

The driver glanced at him. “Who the hell was
he?”

The young man shrugged. “Don’t know, but
they said he was important.” He closed his eyes and went to
sleep.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 6

Declaration

 


Claire Minton groped for the annoying phone
and dragged it off the nightstand. She fumbled with the receiver
and pressed it against her ear.

“Sorry to pull you out of
bed, but it’s almost ten and we have a visitor coming.”

She rolled on her back and stared at the
Eldridge’s ornate ceiling. “Ambrose?”

“No—Seth
Hawley.”

“Who!” She sat up and
clutched the phone.

“Yup—in the flesh. He has a
fund-raiser in Kansas City. Guess he wants to drop by to say
hello.”

She ruffled her hair in the nervous gesture
she’d carried from childhood. “Are you nuts? I can’t be seen with
that red neck. He’ll finish me.”

“I don’t think
so.”

She slammed her fist on the bed. “Tell him
I’m sick or something.”

“Too late. His staff
already put out the word. The Eldridge will be swarming with
reporters in an hour.”

She glared at the receiver. “How could you
do it, Jess? You’ll destroy everything we’ve built. If that bastard
shakes my hand in front of the press, I’m history.”

“If you would just
listen—”

Her fingers dug into the receiver. “No, you
listen! Hawley can kill two birds with this move. He’ll fire up the
other side and make me look like a spoiler who’s willing to trade
votes for concessions. That’s the kiss of death for a third party
candidate. You should know that by now.”

“Will you please calm
down.”

She collapsed on the pillow. “I don’t
believe this. You’re the one person I’m supposed to trust.”

His voice sharpened.
“Enough, Claire. Shut up and listen.”

Claire Minton’s campaign manager spent the
next five minutes explaining his reason for agreeing to the
meeting. He waited until his final sentence to drop the bomb.

“No, it’s too risky. We’re
not ready.”

“I think we
are.”

She stared at the ceiling, trying to grasp
his words.

“Claire?”

“You’re insane.”

“Insanity’s good. Keeps the
other side off balance.”

She rubbed her tired eyes. “I need to think
it through.”

“No time for that. Trust
me, Claire. This is your moment. Seize it. You’ll never have a
better chance.”

She sat up and stared at the sunlight
beaming through the parted drapes.

“You still
there?”

“Yeah.”

“Wear the black pin-stripe
with the white blouse and red tie. Looks presidential.”

She listened to the click and stared at the
sunlight.

 


____________

 


Seth Hawley’s limo pulled up to the Eldridge
Hotel at 11:15, accompanied by a cordon of wailing motorcycles. It
took a few minutes for the police to push back the army of
reporters and spectators.

Hawley looked particularly presidential when
he stepped out of the limo with that gray hair, tanned face, and
beaming smile. He wore a gray suit over a white shirt and red tie.
Oh, how they loved those red power ties.

Governor Hawley waved to the cheering throng
and dived into the sea of shouting reporters. He was nearly inside
the Eldridge’s revolving door when he suddenly stopped beside
Kathyrn Greeley, WNN’s top political reporter.

“Here to make a deal,
Governor?”

Hawley laughed. “With Claire Minton? Now
that would be the day. Let me tell you something, Ms. Greeley.
Claire Minton has been through too much to succumb to a deal, as
you phrase it. I’m just here to extend my congratulations for her
stunning performance in the primaries.”

“So, no deal?”

Hawley gave her an annoyed look and waved to
the crowd before disappearing through the revolving door. He
followed his screen of secret service agents to a waiting elevator
and rode it to the penthouse.

Claire had never met Hawley face-to-face.
The South Carolinian was a tall man at six foot three, and in
tip-top shape from a vegetarian diet and lots of running. She
stepped into the living room from her study and extended her hand
while flashing that curt smile she was known for. “Governor—”

Hawley clasped her hand. “Pleasure to meet
you, Ms. Minton. Sorry to be so abrupt, but we were close by, and I
thought—”

“No problem, Governor.
Wish I’d known earlier. We could have had breakfast together, or
maybe a jog.”

He smiled. “You’re a runner too?”

“Got used to it in the
army. Clears the head and all that.” She gestured toward the study.
“How about some coffee?”

He nodded and followed her through the
opened double doors. She flashed a smile at their campaign managers
and closed the double doors while two secret service agents took
positions to either side.

The meeting lasted forty minutes. Hawley
came out first, his face beaming. He said nothing while exiting the
suite with his campaign manager. The two men stepped out of the
hotel five minutes later amidst a crush of reporters.

“How did it go,
Governor?”

“Anything positive,
Governor?”

Hawley dodged the reporters while following
the wedge of secret service agents to his waiting limousine. When
he was clear of the crowd, he paused at the limousine for a final
wave.

As if on queue, Kathryn Greeley broke
through the security screen and rushed toward Hawley, her
microphone extended. “Anything for WNN, Governor?”

He smiled at her. “Great meeting. We have
much in common. We promised to meet again in the summer.”

“Any
agreement?”

Hawley patted Greeley’s shoulder and ducked
into the limousine which did an abrupt u-turn before racing away
amidst a wail of motorcycle sirens.

The crowd had nearly dispersed when a
straggler jumped on a bench, his finger pointed at the Eldridge’s
revolving door. “It’s Minton!”

The reporters spun around and stampeded
toward the Eldridge while shouting into their cell phones. Claire
Minton had emerged from the hotel with her entourage.

Disregarding safety, she broke away from her
bodyguards and charged into the mass of reporters and their waving
microphones.

“How did it go,
Claire?”

“Did he offer
anything?”

Minton smiled and pressed toward the
deserted bench. She rested her hand on a reporter’s shoulder and
stood up on the bench. Jess Wilkin handed her a wireless mike.

“What happened in
there?”

“You two going it
together?”

“What did he mean about
meeting again in the summer?”

She raised her hands for silence and eyed
the crowd of reporters.

“Any deal, Ms.
Minton?”

She waited until their cameras were whirring
before speaking.

“I thought it best to let
you know where I stand.” She hesitated while they snapped away. “I
told Governor Hawley what I am about to tell you. Eleven percent of
the American people are prepared to cast their vote for a drastic
change in government. In the weeks ahead, I intend to build on that
vote of confidence by declaring in the clearest of terms what I
stand for.”

“But the primaries are
almost over. You only have sixty-seven committed
delegates?”

She glared at the reporter. “I don’t care
about the primaries. I represent the American people and their new
party, the Heartlanders.”

She waited for the rush of whispers to
subside. “We must end this unjust war and bring our brave men and
women home. The corporate fat cats have made enough money off the
blood of our GI’s. Let’s take that thirty billion dollars a month
and direct it to our health care, education, and jobs. And to hell
with the special interest groups and their puppets in our nation’s
capital!”

The stunned reporters looked over their
shoulders where cheers had broken out from the people in the
street. They were even hanging out of the store and office windows,
their fists raised in support of the woman standing on the
bench.

Claire raised her clenched fist to
acknowledge their cheers. With the cameras locked on her, she
glared at the reporters and fired a final salvo.

“Do you hear them, Mr.
President? That’s the American people crying for real change.” She
shook her fist in the air as the cheering grew louder. “And to
Governor Hawley and his corporate backers, I WILL NOT DEAL WITH
YOU! I’M NOT IN THIS RACE TO BARGAIN! I’M IN IT TO WIN!”

She shook her fist and stepped off the
stool. The war had begun.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 7

Indianapolis

 


It was drizzling in
Indianapolis, but Perry didn’t notice. He’d spent the last hour
sitting on a park bench below the three hundred foot
Soldier’s and Sailor’s Monument
that marked the center of town.

He’d taken the call from Terell Kramer an
hour ago, a desperate plea for help from the last survivor of B
Squad, 6th Platoon, Fox Company, 1st Battalion, 2nd Brigade, 3rd
Marines, Operation Scorpion.

Not surprising he
recognized Terell’s voice. The young marine was seared in his
memory from countless viewings of the Freedom Square incident—the incident
that never happened.

Perry stared at the monument while reliving
the terrible moment he heard the shots and dived into the gutted
house to see Makely and Hoffman blasting away at each other. He
would never forget the smell of cordite from their discharged
weapons as the two men collapsed on the cement floor, blood
spurting from their wounds, their hands clutching their smoking
M-16’s.

He could still see the others trembling in
the shadows, their desperate faces glaring at him when he knelt
beside the bodies. And now, only one was left.

Edgar Ramirez, Joey
Matafuco, and Rafael Cambria were dead. Their surviving comrade
cowered in an alley in South Central, Los Angeles, his voice
quivering while he poured out his soul to the only other living
witness of that horrible October morning in Tehran’s
Freedom Square.

Perry looked down at his clenched fists.
Time for a decision. Either heed the bloke’s warning at the jail or
ride it out with Minton. He smirked while patting the envelope in
his pocket. How about neither. Just get on a plane to London and
lie low in Whitechapel. He’d be safe there and it would buy him
time to think things out.

Besides, he could finally visit his father’s
grave to pay him the respect he deserved. Blast, that was the least
he could do after crushing his father’s dream.

His smirk faded. Careful, chum. The old man
might crawl out of the ground to throw a punch at his pathetic son.
Hmmm, maybe not such a good idea.

A church bell rang in the
distance. It was high noon in Indianapolis. He took a deep breath
and pushed off the bench. Sorry, Ambrose. Two choices are all you
get and the clock’s ticking. He slung his camera bag over his
shoulder and headed up Washington Street toward Hoosier National’s main
office.

He’d stopped in Indianapolis last week after
closing things down in Chicago where he’d worked as a bartender for
the past six months. Good pay with all the tips. Bloody cold in the
winter, but he had a decent room in Old Town and the bar’s owner
gave him an occasional free meal.

Yes, Chicago had been a
good place to get by while working on the side for the
Whisperer. Too bad the
bar burned down and the bloody sleaze rag screwed him.

So he hooked up with
Caliento and headed for Lawrence, Kansas, and the interview with
Claire Minton. But first, a quick stop in Indianapolis where he
rented his third safe deposit box in six months.

It only took ten minutes
to reach Hoosier National,
but it took twenty more to reclaim the duplicate
box key he’d left at the bank for safe-keeping. The security hassle
was worth it considering what had happened to him in Lawrence. If
those agents got their hands on that key, all would be
lost.

After providing the required identification,
signature, and fingerprint checks, Perry followed a vault attendant
to safe deposit box 0947. A quick insertion of their duplicate keys
and he was alone in one of the viewing rooms, his eyes focused on
the opened box and its sole content, a paper sleeve containing a
silver CD. He lifted the CD out of the box while reliving the
terrible moment he dived through the shattered doorway and saw the
two men backing away from each other with their weapons raised.
Then the flashes from their discharging M-16’s as they blasted away
at each other before collapsing on the stone floor in twin pools of
blood.

He could still feel the camera whirring in
his hand when he recorded the nightmare unfolding in front of him.
He would never forget the frozen eyes of the young man peering at
him from the floor, blood spurting from his forehead, his hands
clutching his spent M-16.

Then came the interviews with the four
shaken men in the shadows.

Joey Matafuco was in the worst shape. When
he tried to speak, he dropped on the floor and vomited. The audio
picked up his cries of anguish while he puked his guts out.

Ramirez snapped next. He pushed away from
the others and spewed out his hatred for the political scum that
had sent him and his comrades to hell.

They don’t give a damn about us. We’re the
expendables, the losers who can’t find a job. So they pay us like
mercenaries and send us here to kill a bunch of lunatics. And for
what, dammit? To get oil and reconstruction contracts for their pig
bosses.

Hell, I don’t care what they do to me. Just
send those pigs over here to see what it’s like. I’ll show the
bastards. I’ll show them all!

Perry was interviewing Terell Kramer when “A
Squad” stormed into the room, led by their sergeant. The sergeant
lunged at Perry’s camera just as Perry pressed the transmit button.
Too late, sergeant. Transmission complete—

Perry slipped the CD out of its paper sleeve
and inserted it in the camera. Then came the download to a blank
CD. It only took a few seconds to make the abbreviated copy, but it
was long enough to recall Sid Rubin’s tirade when he broke the news
about the video.

He frowned while reliving his trip back to
the states after refusing to write the letter of apology. He would
never forget his ten second confrontation with Sid in WNN’s
executive conference room. Eleven words that ended his career—

 


You’re fired, Perry. I never want to see
your face again.

 


He returned the CD to its paper sleeve while
recalling his final walk through WNN’s lobby under security escort,
the ultimate embarrassment for a dismissed employee. And that last
look at WNN’s seventy story tower before taking a taxi to his
Atlanta apartment.

He placed the CD in the box, his eyes
flickering with anger. The fools thought they had things under
control, but they’d ignored one minor technicality, a duplicate
image transfer to his home computer when he got off the
transmission to WNN.

He would never forget his mad dash up the
steps to his apartment while praying they hadn’t broken in. Then,
the frantic CD download and race to the first safe deposit box.



He walked out of the viewing room and
returned the safe deposit box and key to the attendant.

“All done,
sir?”

“Yes.”

“Everything in
order?”

“Yes—everything’s peachy.”
Perry forced a smile and walked out of the vault.

He was barely out of the bank when his cell
phone went off. He yanked it out of his jacket pocket and leaned
against the building. “Yeah?”

“Haven’t heard from you.
Thought I’d better see how things are going?”

Perry recognized the voice.
The same man who had contacted him in St. Louis.
“Everything okay?”

“Peachy.”

“Good. I’ll give you a call
at six. We need to arrange your flight back here. Lots to do and
the clock is ticking.”

Perry listened to the click and glared at
the street. They were watching him! Every move! Every breath!

He stuffed the phone in his pocket and
headed for a bus that had pulled up to the corner. A pedestrian
brushed past him. Then another. He leaned against a lamppost and
scanned the street and buildings.

Where were they? In that
car parked across the street? In one of those windows behind him?
He felt a chill. Get away, man! They’re
going to kill you!”

He pushed through the crowd
and climbed aboard the bus as the doors closed. The driver gave him
a dirty look, but he didn’t care. He dropped in a vacant seat and
stared at the driver’s reddened neck. His eye stung from a bead of
sweat. He flicked it away and clutched the camera bag.
Think, Ambrose! Be the
reporter you were!

He recalled the scene at Mount Oread when
Claire Minton snatched his envelope. Before that moment, he was a
pariah, an outcast who had been severed from his career by powerful
forces.

Now, he was caught in the middle of a
political war every bit as deadly as the war overseas, and it was
just beginning.

“Nice camera”

Perry glanced at the shabbily-dressed man
who had squeezed into the bus behind him. From the look of the
man’s black stocking cap, sweat shirt, and gang banger shorts, he
was Indianapolis’ version of a crip.

The man nodded at Perry’s camera bag. “Want
to sell it?”

Perry’s face twisted in a frown. “No.”

The man bent toward him. “Come on, bro.
Everything has a price.”

Perry ignored him.

The man’s face reddened. “Who the hell do
you think you are? Show some respect, scumbag!”

Perry looked away.

The man gripped his arm. “You need to learn
some respect.”

The bus eased to a stop. Perry saw the doors
swing open. “Sorry, I’m having a bad day.”

The man glared at him. “So, you’re gonna
give me the camera?”

No time to think. Move!
Now! Perry lunged off the seat and felt
the man’s grip tighten.

“Damn you!” Perry slammed
his camera into the man’s face and charged for the opened door. He
heard people screaming behind him, but he never looked back. He
bolted past the driver and ran into the street.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 8

 


Cadmore

 


Zach Kingston leaned back on his favorite
park bench and watched Jack Wiley walk toward him from the Lincoln
Memorial. It was a bright, sunny afternoon in DC and a great day
for a stroll along the reflecting pool. As always, two secret
service agents flanked Wiley, their eyes scanning the park and
trees.

Wiley sat beside Kingston and gestured for
his two agents to step away. He waited until they were out of
earshot before speaking. “Well?”

Kingston looked down. “We lost him.”

Wiley looked at him in shock.

“We think Minton’s
involved. Something to do with the envelope he passed her at the
Lawrence rally.”

Wiley slumped against the bench. “My God,
Zach. Do you know what you’re saying? If he has something and she
gets it, we’re screwed.”

Kingston felt his skin crawl. “I have my
best men on it. We’ll get him.”

Wiley glared at him. “For Christ’s sake,
you’re the FBI Director! You have to give me more than that. There
are other players involved. They’re not going to be pleased.”

Kingston’s gut churned. “We’ll get him,
Jack. I’m committing to twenty-four hours.”

Wiley pushed off the bench and looked down
at the shaken FBI director. “We can’t let him get to her.”

“I understand.”

“How’s Emily and the
boys?”

“What?”

Wiley’s eyes locked on him. “Emily and the
boys. I bet they’re enjoying the fruits of your labor. Nice house,
nice car, nice life. Let’s keep it that way.”

Kingston grimaced. He watched Wiley turn
away and walk toward the memorial with his security escort. The
message was loud and clear.

 


____________

 


Perry wiped the sweat off his face and
looked down at the swirling water. A quick glance at his map
confirmed he was standing on a viewing platform overlooking the
White River.

He leaned against the metal railing and
surveyed the surrounding park. He could see Purdue’s Indianapolis
campus through the trees, its buildings reflecting the sunlight
breaking through the clouds. He buried his face in his arms and
closed his eyes. The only sounds were the river and children
playing.

Twenty minutes had passed since he fled the
bus. He still saw the faces flashing past him when he raced down
Pennsylvania Street and veered onto Capital Avenue with its welcome
crowd of fans waiting to buy tickets for tonight’s basketball game.
He recalled immersing himself in the crowd before heading down
Maryland Street toward the river.

He rubbed the sore spot on his arm where the
scum had clawed him before he broke away. He didn’t know much, but
one thing was clear. That bloke was no gang banger. Not with those
lucid eyes and contrived rags. He’d seen his share of street people
and could tell the difference between a gang banger and hit man.
The pig was a professional all the way, but who did he work
for?

He stared at the river. Whoever it was, they
were very good. It was only a matter of time before they nailed
him.

He squinted at the
buildings. He needed answers and time was short. If he could get
into the university’s library, he’d have access to every major
database on the planet. Worth a shot,
chum. Go for it. He pushed away from the
railing and shuffled toward the park.

It took some effort to convince Purdue’s
security police that he was a freelance journalist doing research
on the city’s political history. Then came the ID check and
insistence that he turn over his camera until exiting the library.
He nearly freaked out, but time wasn’t on his side. He removed the
CD and checked his camera at the security desk.

His first searches revealed nothing but
redundant blurbs about Claire Minton’s miraculous rise to power.
Then came more dated articles concerning Major Minton’s daring
helicopter rescue of seven trapped GI’s during the fierce battle
for Basra. The 2004 article included a photo of her being
transported to the states after taking enemy rounds in both legs.
He zoomed on her giving a thumbs up to the media, her stretcher
flanked by the seven rescued GI’s.

Minton was only a first lieutenant in Gulf
War One, but her exploits were equally impressive. He found three
1991 articles covering her reckless charge across a minefield in Al
Jarah to rescue three wounded comrades in her recon squad. Her
photo included the three rescued GI’s and a caption that summed it
up—“No one left behind.”

The library’s grandfather clock was chiming
four when he leaned back in the chair, his eyes gazing at the
computer screen. He’d spent the past hour searching in vain for
earlier articles concerning Claire Minton. His last search was
halted when the screen alerted him that anything prior to 1990 was
stored offline.

He rubbed his tired eyes. Only two hours
before the promised phone call from Minton’s lackey. Don’t quit
now, chum.

Working on instinct, he pushed out of the
chair and headed for the library’s front desk. He would spend the
next two hours probing various offline CD’s in search of any
reference to Claire Minton.

The grandfather clock was
chiming five when he spotted an obscure 1976 article in the
Kansas City Star concerning Bobby Minton’s drug death. The article mentioned
Bobby’s teen sister, Claire, as the only survivor of the Minton
tragedy.

The article went on to
highlight the suicide deaths of Claire’s father and mother two
years earlier. It cited the loss of their Lawrence farm to powerful
agricultural interests after the devastating storms of 1974. At
fourteen, with her brother dead, the court ordered that Claire
Minton be admitted to the Cadmore Home for
Girls to await adoption.

Perry stared at the screen while recalling
their meeting at the airport. In her tirade, Claire hadn’t
mentioned being sent to an adoption home, but he did recall her
tearing up when she described her brother’s death. It might be
nothing, but it seemed so damned important to her message. Why
leave it out? Embarrassment? Abuse? Anger?

He nodded to himself. Whatever the reason,
he needed to fill in the years that transformed a fourteen-year-old
orphaned girl to a war hero running for President of the United
States.

He printed the article and
jammed it in his jacket pocket with the two military articles he’d
printed earlier. Adoptions weren’t public record, but he might find
a link that could flesh out her stay at Cadmore.

He was entering the
Cadmore search request
when his cell phone went off with an annoying ring. He snatched the
phone out of his pocket and stormed out of the library amidst a
gauntlet of dirty looks from the angry students.

He walked onto the quadrangle outside the
library and pressed the phone against his ear. “Yeah?”

“You okay?”

He frowned. “You said six.”

“We have problems. Get out
of there now.”

He clenched the phone. “I don’t like being
followed.”

“It’s for your own
good.”

“Cut the bloody hype. If
you keep this up, it’s no deal.”

“Idiot! They’re going to
take you out!”

The words echoed in Perry’s ears. He’s
lying. Anything to get that video.

“Ambrose?”

“Give me your number. I’ll
call you in the morning.”

“No, you’ll be dead by
then!”

“Call me in the morning.
I’m staying here tonight.”

“Dammit, Ambrose, you don’t
know—”

He pressed the off button and jammed the
phone in his pocket.

Perry spent a final
exhaustive hour on the library’s computer. He was about to give up
when he spotted a lone article on Cadmore. Not much except a brief
paragraph that it had burned down thirty-six years ago, claiming
the lives of four young women and the headmaster.

He pressed a little
further when he noticed a reference to the school’s history which
included the only surviving record of Cadmore’s successful adoptions. He
was nearly through the photos when he saw her.

He slumped in the chair
and rubbed his tired eyes. You’re
hallucinating. Need to clear your head. Maybe some fresh air will
help. He stood up and walked out of the
library.

The brisk night air didn’t
help. He could barely keep his eyes open. Hell with it. Come back in the morning after a good night’s
sleep. Gotta stay on that Cadmore search.

He dug his fingers into
his pocket and pulled out his wallet. Plenty of money with that
thousand from Minton. Just find the nearest hotel and call it a
night. Maybe grab a pint of Jack
Daniel’s along the way. He stuffed the
wallet in his pocket and walked toward the security gate. It only
took a minute to reclaim his camera.

It was nearly seven and the streets were
deserted, probably because everyone was watching the basketball
game. He flipped up his jacket collar and headed east on
Michigan.

He walked a block before buying a hot dog
and coke from a street vendor. The dog was cold, but it tasted like
a filet mignon. He plunked down on a nearby bench and devoured the
dog like a starving animal.

He flung the wrapper in a trash basket and
sipped the diluted coke while trying to piece together the past
forty-eight hours, but his mind couldn’t focus.

His eyes fluttered.
Worry about it tomorrow. You’re bloody
wasted.

He was snapped from his stupor by the
vibrating phone. He yanked it out of his pocket and pressed it
against his ear.

“They’re on you, Ambrose.
They must have you bugged. We’re trying to get to you. Give me some
help for Christ’s sake.”

Perry frowned. “Call me in the morning.”

“Are you nuts? Do you know
what I’m saying?”

Perry gripped the phone and let out a
tirade. “That’s it! The bloody deal’s off! Now leave me—” He froze
and stared the headlights coming at him.

“Ambrose, you’ve got to
believe me. They’re going to take you out!”

Perry stood up and backed away from the
bench. The car ran up on the curb and skidded to a stop a few feet
away.

Perry stared at the hulk stepping out of the
car, the same banger who’d confronted him on the bus.

“Hi, bro. Guess we got
some unfinished business.”

The banger lunged toward him, but Perry was
already running toward the university’s security gate. If he could
get there before they caught him—

A second car pulled up on the curb and two
men jumped out, blocking his path. He could hear the banger’s
footsteps closing from behind. They were coming at him from both
sides.

“Blast!” He veered into an
alley and screamed into the phone. “Running into an alley near
Purdue’s main gate! They’ve got me cut off!”

The first bullet ricocheted off the bricks
above his head. He dived behind some trash cans and clutched his
camera bag. He could hear their footsteps echoing off the alley’s
brick walls.

A quick glance to his rear revealed a
passage to the next street. A hundred foot run, but it was all he
had.

He sprang to his feet and felt a bullet
whine past his ear. Another bullet struck the bricks above him, but
he never looked back. He skidded out of the alley and ran south on
Indiana Avenue. He could hear the man’s voice crackling on the
phone.

“Almost there. Where are
you?”

“I’m headed south on
Indiana Avenue! I think—”

Perry never finished the sentence. The
bullet caught him in the left arm, dropping him on the sidewalk
while two shocked pedestrians ran for cover. He writhed in agony
and listened to the gunshots coming from the alley, and everything
went black.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 9

The Warning

 


Zach Kingston clutched the phone. “How could
you lose him? Two teams? Best technology in the world? Slam dunk,
for God’s sake!”

The caller
hesitated. “They closed on us when we were
about to take him. Too much shooting to get caught. Last thing we
want is the local police getting involved.”

Kingston squeezed the phone. “Who were
they?”

The caller’s voice
trembled. “We think it’s Minton, sir. We
think he linked up with Minton’s people and is with them
now.”

Kingston grimaced. “Evidence?”

“We tapped his cell phone.
He took a 19:12 call from a cell near the university. The caller ID
belongs to one of Minton’s security men.”

Kingston pushed back from his desk and
collapsed in his chair. “I have a question.”

“Sir?”

“How can you know so much
and fuck up so bad?”

The caller
hesitated. “I’m sorry, sir. We didn’t
figure on Minton’s people getting involved. We thought Ambrose was
working alone.”

Kingston rubbed his forehead. “Listen to me,
Vern. You find that bastard and make him pay. We warned him,
dammit. Now he’s gonna feel the heat.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I want his head on a
platter. I don’t care what it takes.”

“Sir, maybe we should let
him go.”

Kingston’s face reddened. “Let him
what?”

“The man’s delusional. We
think he snapped after they dumped him at WNN. He’s desperate, sir.
Trying to make a name for himself.”

“You think so?”

“Yes, sir.”

Kingston slammed his fist on the desk.
“Goddammit, Vern! What the hell are you smoking? The man’s
poison—the fucking angel of death. If Minton’s interested, he has
something. Now get that scum under a lamp and squeeze the truth out
of him. You have twenty-four hours—twenty-four!”

“Yes, sir.”

Kingston slammed the phone in its cradle and
stared at the portrait on the wall, a powerful rendition of J.
Edgar Hoover, famed director of the FBI. He shook his head and
thought of his wife and kids, and Jack Wiley’s final words.

 


____________

 


“Can you hear me, Mr.
Ambrose?”

Perry squinted at the blurred face peering
down at him. He tried to sit up, but a sharp pain stopped him.

“Easy does it, Mr.
Ambrose. Nice and easy.”

Perry clutched his throbbing head. “What
happened?”

“You took a nine
millimeter round in the arm. Passed clean through except for
nicking an artery. No bones broken, but you lost quite a bit of
blood.”

“Where am I?”

“In a safe
place.”

Perry tried to focus on the man’s blurred
face. He couldn’t make out the features, but he recognized the
voice.

“We got there just in
time. They ran like rats when we opened up on them.”

Perry looked at the man. “Who were
they?”

“I think you know.” The
man leaned toward him. “You came close, Mr. Ambrose. Another few
minutes and we would have lost you.”

Perry’s face twisted in a sneer. “What do
you want, a bloody medal?”

The man smiled. “Good to see you haven’t
lost your charm.” He straightened up and walked out of the
room.

Perry heard voices and saw a familiar face
step into view.

“Hello, Mr. Ambrose.”
Claire Minton eased into the chair beside him. “How’s the
arm?”

“It hurts.”

She patted his shoulder. “A few days rest
and you’ll be fine. Just don’t put any stress on that arm. Your
artery required some surgery.”

Perry fought back a wave of nausea. He took
a deep breath and stared at the ceiling. “We’re in Lawrence?”

She nodded. “Outside of town. A little place
I use for a refuge. Close to home, and all that.”

Perry grimaced. “How long was I out?”

“Two days. You had quite a
fever.”

Perry squinted at the sunlit window beyond
his feet. Through the trees, he could see a lake and boathouse. The
sky was blue and streaked with clouds.

He was lying on a four poster bed with the
distinct odor of perfume. He sniffed the pillow and looked at her.
“Yours?”

“When I’m
here.”

“Hope I didn’t mess it
up.”

She smiled. “I’ll send you the bill.”

He looked at the ceiling. “I’m pretty weak.
We should talk later.”

Her smile faded. She leaned closer and
locked those blue lasers on him. “I need to tell you something that
will piss you off.”

“Piss?”

She nodded. “Temptation is a powerful force.
We checked your video. It’s a little thin without the
interviews.”

Perry’s eyes flashed. He tried to sit up,
but froze from the pain. “You messed with my camera?”

She raised her hand. “Your camera’s fine. In
better shape than you.”

He collapsed on the pillow, his eyes gazing
at the ceiling.

She shook her head. “Without those
interviews, the shootout looks staged. The President’s people will
pick it apart.” She hesitated. “You have to do better than
that.”

He stared at the ceiling.

“Are you
listening?”

Perry looked her in the eye. “I have
questions. When they’re answered, you’ll get the other half.”

“Other half?”

“You only saw half of the
video.”

Her eyes burned into him. “We have a deal,
Mr. Ambrose. It doesn’t include halves.”

“I need to know about
Cadmore.”

She glared at him and held up the three
bloodstained newspaper clippings. “We found these in your pocket. I
could have saved you the trouble. They’re public record. Even the
one about my brother. More dirt to be thrown in my face.”

Perry watched her crush the articles in her
fist. “How long were you at Cadmore?”

She looked away. “Not now.”

Perry forced a smile. “Seems like a good
time.”

She lowered her clenched fist and stared at
the crumpled articles. “Four years.”

“And?”

She glared at him. “They gave me a high
school education and protected me from the perverts lined up at the
door. Do I have to paint a picture?”

“Sorry, I need to
know.”

She sighed and leaned back in the chair. “I
learned some hard truths at Cadmore. No one wants to adopt a
fourteen year old girl except a pervert. I hated Cadmore, but the
alternative was hell.”

Perry noticed her eyes glistening. “When did
you enlist?”

“Nineteen eighty. It was
the only way out of that hole. I could learn a trade in the army.
Maybe build a new life.”

Perry nodded. “Sounds like it worked.”

She ignored him. “After I got out, I went to
the University of Kansas on the GI Bill. Re-enlisted after that and
walked into Gulf One.”

“Why re-enlist? You’d done
your job.”

She sighed. “I loved the army because it
gave me the home I never had. I spent three years training on the
Cobra assault helicopter. When the mess broke out in the Middle
East, I went over. We were all stoked about Iraq invading Kuwait.
Saddam was the perfect villain and we needed to kick some ass after
that mess in 'Nam.”

“The record says you
re-enlisted twice.”

She nodded. “After Gulf One, I spent two
years at the Army’s War College and one more at the Rand
Corporation. After that, I went back to Lawrence and entered local
politics. Worked my way into the Kansas legislature. Also headed a
volunteer organization to help our impoverished farmers.” She shook
her head. “Why am I going through all this? You can check it on the
internet. It’s public record.”

Perry ignored her. “What about Gulf
Two?”

She frowned. “They told me I was going to
Afghanistan. I believed in the cause, a chance to strike back at
the bastards that took out the twin towers.” She looked him in the
eye. “I lost friends in those towers, good friends that had helped
me along the way. I owed it to them.”

“There’s no mention of you
in Afghanistan.”

Her frown deepened. “Never went. That jerk
in the White House had his own agenda, so they sent me to
Iraq.”

“In 2004?”

She nodded. “You know the rest. Now it’s
your turn.”

Perry looked at the ceiling. “You have
enough to knock them on their heels. When they catch their breath,
I’ll give you the second half.”

Her face reddened. “We had a deal!”

“We never discussed
that.”

She jabbed her finger at his chest. “You’re
asking me to stick out my neck for something that might not exist.
What kind of fool do you take me for?”

Perry brushed her finger away. “Nothing
foolish about it. We put our lives on the table—yours and mine. The
perfect deal.”

Minton glared at him. “That’s it?”

Perry hesitated. “Not quite. You owe me for
the first video.”

Her face reddened. “We owe you nothing until
we have it all.”

“One million for the first
half and one million for the second.”

“What!” Jess Wilkin rushed
the bed, his face flushed.

“Seems fair.”

Wilkin went ballistic. “That’s blackmail! Is
this the way you repay the people who saved your life?”

Perry locked his black Welsh eyes on
Minton’s campaign manager. “I risked my bloody life for that video.
I’m offering you the presidency for two million dollars. If you
don’t want it, I’ll check with Hawley’s people.”

Wilkin was about to explode when Minton
stood up and pushed him back. She took a deep breath and looked
down at the reporter she had come to hate. “Why should I trust you?
A vagrant who can’t get a decent job in his own profession? A Judas
who will sell his soul to the highest bidder?”

Perry smiled. “You don’t have to trust me.
It’s the perfect deal. An unholy alliance between thieves. Remember
what you said in the car? I get what I want and you get what you
want.”

She pointed a trembling finger at him. “I
was willing to cut you in. To let you join the battle. Instead, you
turn out to be a Judas Goat.”

Perry looked at the window. His ears were
ringing. Everything was spinning. A dark veil closed over his eyes.
“If I’m Judas . . . then the match is perfect. He was Christ’s
friend . . . remember?”

She watched him drop off to sleep while
cursing his name.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 10

Charleston

 


All warriors need a refuge from their
battles, a special place where they can clear their heads while
planning their next move. For Claire Minton, it was a secluded
lodge on Warnock Lake. For Seth Hawley, a restored plantation house
in Charleston’s White Point Gardens, complete with an unobstructed
view of Charleston Harbor and Fort Sumter, a powerful reminder of
his southern heritage.

The past month had been a nightmare for the
governor. Instead of gaining ground on the President, Hawley had
suffered a humiliating defeat in the primaries. With Claire Minton
closing on him, the governor’s political career was in
jeopardy.

Hawley had received the phone call yesterday
while licking his wounds at the governor’s mansion in Columbia, an
urgent request to meet with his backers in Charleston, an ominous
sign in the midst of a campaign.

He recalled looking up at the bronze stars
on the state house roof when his limousine pulled out of Columbia
en route to the airport. Each gleaming star marked an artillery hit
from Sherman’s guns when the hated general shelled the venerable
building 150 years ago. A rather appropriate symbol for a governor
under siege.

“They’re here,
Governor.”

Hawley looked at the man standing at the
door. “Thank you, John. I’ll be down in a minute.” He put down his
pen and stared at the piece of paper lying in front of him.

It had taken only a few minutes to draft the
speech, a simple one page declaration that he was withdrawing his
candidacy for the good of the nation and party. That the
deteriorating Middle East war and economic recession had become too
critical to risk defeat against the standing President.



Therefore, for the good of our country and
its people, I am withdrawing my candidacy and asking my supporters
to throw their full weight behind the next President of the United
States

 


Hawley stared at the blank space he had left
for his successor’s name. He leaned back in the chair and looked at
the sunlit harbor.

Would they pick Santene, a fellow gentleman
of the south whose only flaw was his youth?

Hawley sighed. Santene was a good man, but
his nomination would be a tragic mistake. The young senator was too
green to deal with the crisis at hand. His indecisiveness would
prolong the Middle East conflict to the detriment of the nation and
its people.

Hawley stroked his chin. The only other
legitimate candidate was Senator Kasden, a good choice except for
one fatal flaw. Kasden was a loose cannon who could never accept
defeat. If pressed to the wall by the media and war weary public,
the hawkish senator might order an immediate withdrawal before
launching missiles at every major city in Iran, Afghanistan, and
Syria.

Hawley frowned while contemplating the bible
on his desk. He stood up and slipped the paper in his jacket
pocket. He would listen to their words and pull out the paper at
the appropriate time. A few pats on the back for his unselfishness
and it would be done. He would spend the rest of the year
campaigning for their chosen candidate while completing his term as
governor. After that, he would bid a fond farewell to the political
arena and retire to private life. He smiled and stared at Fort
Sumter. “And go fishing.”

He was opening the study door when he
glanced at the mirror above the fireplace. He smiled at the
handsome face looking back at him. “Well, old man—you gave it your
best shot. Their loss, Mr. President. So be it.” He stepped through
the door and headed for the downstairs conference room.

The four men sat at a chestnut conference
table with a breathtaking view of the harbor and fortress. The
grandfather clock in the corner was chiming three when Hawley
stepped into the room.

“Good afternoon,
gentlemen.” Hawley flashed a smile at the four men who rose from
their chairs and stepped toward him for the customary hand
shakes.

After exchanging pleasantries, Hawley
gestured for them to return to their chairs while taking his
position at the head of the oval table. Everyone remained standing
while the servants placed tall glasses of mint juleps on the table
before withdrawing from the room.

Hawley waited until the double doors closed
before snatching his mint julep and extending it to his guests. “To
good health, good friends, and good liquor.” He raised his glass in
a toast and took a hearty sip.

Hawley put down his drink and gestured for
his guests to be seated. He sat down and rested his hands on the
table. “Well, what do we have?”

Lucas Mansted rose to his feet and looked
Hawley in the eye. “I won’t mince words, Jack. It doesn’t look
good. We’re at twenty-four percent and dropping.” He paused and
scanned the others. “We thought it would be a good idea to put our
heads together and come up with something.”

Hawley smiled at his friend of twenty years.
“Of course, Luke. Whatever you want.” He watched his friend sit
down. “It’s been a hell of a month.”

Sam Callup leaned toward him. “How do you
feel, Seth?”

Hawley knew those words too well. He leaned
back in his chair and stared at the most powerful oil man on earth.
“I take it you’re not pleased.”

Callup shrugged. “It’s business, Seth. The
idea was to deflect public attention from our interests over there.
If we could unseat the President with the right man, we could
ensure an orderly withdrawal of our forces without compromising our
position.”

Hawley nodded while concealing his anger.
What a line of bull. All Callup wants is four more years of war to
fatten his swollen pockets from the oil rigs he’s replacing over
there. Just keep blowing up those rigs and bringing in
replacements. Hell of a way to make a profit.

Cedric Marshall leaned forward and smiled.
“Please understand what we mean, Seth. If the President wins the
election, he’ll be impeached within two years. That’s not good for
a country in the middle of a war. By replacing him, we buy time to
stabilize things while we try to dig out of this recession.”

Hawley nodded. More bull. Marshall just
wants to keep pumping arms, ammo, and equipment to the military.
Need a good war for that. He doesn’t give a damn about the
recession or this country.

Marshall eased back in his chair. The room
was dead silent as the three men looked down at the table, waiting
for their words to sink in.

Hawley reached into his jacket pocket and
pulled out the paper. He unfolded it and handed it to Bradley
Forester who was seated on his left. Forester had spearheaded the
public relations campaign from day one. He read the brief statement
and frowned before passing it down the line.

Marshall was the last to read it. He nodded
while heaving a deep, contrived sigh. “Well—if you think it best.”
He placed the paper on the table in front of Hawley.

“Wait.”

Hawley was reaching for the paper when
Forester spoke up. All eyes focused on the angry campaign
manager.

Forester nodded at the paper. “You’re
forgetting something, gentlemen. If our friend withdraws, expect an
immediate surge in Minton’s popularity.”

Marshall shrugged. “Hell, that won’t last
long. Once we throw our support behind Santene, we’ll gobble her up
and then some.”

Hawley stared at
Marshall. My God, they’re going to back
Santene. The economy will collapse while they hoard the spoils of
war. He felt a trickle of perspiration on
his neck. Lord, that’s what they planned
for me. They push me into the presidency with promises that I’ll
end the war. Then, business as usual while four years pass, twenty
thousand more die, and the richest nation on earth becomes a third
world economy.

Hawley was jolted from his thoughts by
Forester’s sharp retort.

“You’re wrong, Mr.
Marshall.”

Marshall glared at Forester. “How dare you.
You work for us, remember?”

Forester rose to his feet. “That’s right,
and that’s why you should listen.”

The two men stared at each other before
Mansted broke the silence. He leaned forward and looked at
Forester. “Get to it, Brad.”

Forester opened a folder lying on the table.
He lifted out a paper and held it in the air. “These statistics are
accurate, gentlemen. Minton’s currently at eleven percent and
dropping. If Jack withdraws, she’ll shoot up to fifteen percent
within a week.”

Forester hesitated while eyeing the others.
“Minton’s team is very good. They won’t pass up an opportunity to
cash in on a favorable jump in the polls. She’ll be on every talk
show and media event possible, firing her salvos about the war and
economy.” He glanced at the paper. “I’m projecting her at eighteen
percent within thirty days of Jack’s withdrawal.”

Marshall shrugged. “That’s it?”

Forester put down the paper. “Not quite. My
sources are on to something in her camp, but we’re not sure what it
is.”

Marshall threw up his hands in frustration.
“What the hell does that mean?”

Forester shook his head. “We think she has
some kind of smoking gun. We’re working on it, but until we know
more, I urge you gentlemen to hold back on Seth’s withdrawal.

Hawley couldn’t take anymore. He stood up
and glared at Forester. “You expect me to go through the motions
while you search for this smoking gun? What if she has nothing? We
could lose valuable weeks.” He shook his head. “No, Brad. Let’s
finish this and bring in Santene.”

Forester took a calming breath while eyeing
his comrade of six months. “I know how you feel. It’s not easy to
walk away from the battle, much less faking it for a few weeks.”
Forester looked at the others. “If I’m wrong, I’ll be happy to step
aside and refund my fee.”

Mansted raised his hand. “Now wait a minute,
Brad. There’s nothing personal about this. We don’t want you
stepping aside.”

Forester sighed. “I don’t think you
gentlemen understand. If we lose and the President stays in office,
it won’t matter whether he’s impeached. You’ll still collect a
healthy sum for the next two years. If we win, all the better.” He
jabbed his finger at the paper on the desk. “But what if I’m right
about Minton’s smoking gun?” He looked them in the eye. “She’ll
have thirty percent by November.”

Hawley sank in his chair and stared at the
three stunned faces. He looked at Forester while trying to digest
his words. “Thirty?”

Forester nodded. “The nation’s looking for
real change, gentlemen. If Claire Minton takes thirty percent, they
might get it.”

Callup leaned forward. “Are you saying she
could win?”

Forester slipped the paper in the folder.
“Yes, and if she does, you gentlemen can forget your overseas oil
profits, arms sales, and building contracts.” He dropped in his
chair. “We have trouble, gentlemen. More than you know.”

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 11

 


First Volley

 


Perry put down the
Los Angeles Times and
squinted at the sun setting over the Pacific. A hundred feet below
him, a marimba band broke into a medley of tropical tunes for the
beautiful people sprawled on the deck chairs beside the swimming
pool.

The breeze carried a pleasant odor of
barbecued beef and fish from the grille beside the pool. Through
the marimba music, he could hear boisterous laughter coming from
the patrons gathered at the outdoor bar.

He glanced at his watch. Almost eight. Time
for the fireworks. He pushed off the lounge chair and took a last
look at the darkening California sky before stepping through the
balcony doors into his plush living room.

It was Wednesday, June 29th
and the media was pouring into the Beverly
Hilton for Claire Minton’s unexpected
press conference. Unlike Minton’s previous press conferences, no
advanced briefing had been distributed to the media. The only clue
to tonight’s nationally televised press conference was Jess
Wilkin’s warning that his candidate was about to drop a
blockbuster.

Perry sat on the couch and snatched the
remote off the cocktail table. He leaned back on the silk cushions
and gazed at the living room’s vaulted ceiling.

Amazing how things had
changed in two months. From a washed up reporter in tattered street
clothes, he’d morphed into a high class dude in a
Tommy Bahama shirt,
tropical slacks, and leather sandals.

He raised his wine glass to the television.
“Hell, Ambrose, all you needed was a bloody angel — or is it
spelled angle.” He cracked a smile. “Either way, here’s to you,
Queen Minton.” He gulped down the wine and listened to the mantle
clock chime eight p.m.

They’d checked him into
the Beverly Hilton with the usual warning that his bodyguards would only be a
heartbeat away. No way were they going to let him out of their
sight, not with Claire Minton’s political career on the
line.

In two months, Perry had
been jerked from Manhattan’s Hotel
Pierre to Los Angeles’ Beverly Hilton, and between them,
nine other swank hotels in the path of Claire Minton’s relentless
westward march. In that time, Perry had seen little of her except
for an unexpected encounter after last night’s fund raiser at the
University of Arizona where his angel spewed out her message of
hope to ten thousand roaring supporters.

He poured another glass of wine while
recalling the stressed bodyguard inadvertently jamming him into
Minton’s limo as they pulled away from the mob scene outside the
university’s auditorium, an obvious error that probably cost the
poor bloke his job.

Clearly displeased with Perry’s unexpected
intrusion, Minton gave him the evil eye when he introduced himself
to the man seated beside her.

Perry wouldn’t easily
forget the man’s piercing green eyes and pony-tailed white hair.
The man appeared in his sixties or seventies with a handsome,
tanned face that showed the wrinkles of hard times. He was a man of
few words with a polite, Pleased to meet
you, when they shook hands and an
abrupt, Have a good evening,
when they exited the limo at the hotel’s security
entrance.

When Perry asked the man’s name, he was
rewarded with a blank stare and blatant lie.

Smith—Jonathan Smith.

Perry looked down at his right hand while
recalling the man’s powerful grip. He remembered Minton’s song and
dance when he tried to corner her on the plane to California.

Interesting chap in the car last night.

Who?

The white haired gent in the limo. The one
who didn’t talk much.

Oh, him. Yes, he’s a quiet sort. You
wouldn’t know him. Works in the background. One of many.

You said his name was Smith?

Not important. See you in few days, Perry.
You’ll be staying at the Beverly Hilton. First class all the way.
Enjoy.

Perry pressed the remote and watched the
fifty inch television screen come alive with an attractive woman in
a business suit and sunglasses hyping the latest foreign sports
car. Not surprising she resembled Claire Minton with that short
black hair and decisive tone.

Perry smiled as the woman
climbed into the sports car and gave a parting wave accompanied by
the words, “See you in
November.”

He broke out laughing as the car accelerated
across the desert toward a line of sunlit mountains, the perfect
segué for the press conference.

The camera focused on a blue curtained stage
with an empty lectern at the center. A large projection screen was
neatly positioned beside the lectern. The only sound was the mumble
of reporters huddled below the stage.

Perry’s smile twisted into a sneer as he
lifted his glass a second time. “Here’s to you, Queen Minton. Let
the bloody show begin.”

 


____________

 


The President looked across the desk at his
chief of staff. “What does it mean, Jack? What the hell is she up
to?”

Jack Wiley wasn’t listening. His eyes were
focused on the screen.

The President leaned toward him. “Jack?”

Wiley shook his head. “I don’t like it.
Something’s coming.”

The press room reverberated with whispers
and clicking cameras as Claire Minton stepped through the curtains
and took her position at the lectern. She wore her familiar black
pin-stripe suit. The flashing smile was absent.

Minton eyed the reporters for a moment
before raising her hands for silence. She waited until the room was
still before speaking.

“I need to show you
something that has come to my attention. It’s a video that sums up
the situation in Iran. It’s a little dated, eight months to be
exact. That’s because the Pentagon and President have done
everything in their power to keep it from you.”

She turned toward a frozen
picture on the four-by-six-foot projection screen.
“The man on the left is Sergeant Waldo Hoffman.
The man on the right is Corporal John Makely. The four men in the
shadows are Privates Terell Kramer, Edgar Ramirez, Joey Matafuco,
and Rafael Cambria.”

She paused while eyeing
the reporters. “The incident took place at
0655 hours on October 27, 2015, in a bunker outside Tehran’s
Freedom Square. It was photographed by an embedded reporter who was
subsequently kicked out of Iran.”

She looked at the stunned
reporters. “Yes—one of your own was kicked
out for trying to get the truth to the American people. Well, it
took some time, but here’s his tragic video of those six
men.”

The President stared at the screen in
disbelief. He collapsed in his chair while watching the horror of
discharging M-16’s and dying men. Wiley poured a scotch and gulped
it down. He rested his arm on the desk and watched the camera close
on the blood spattered bodies and smoking M-16’s.

The President looked at his chief-of-staff
with desperate eyes. “How, Jack? What the hell happened? You said
we were covered?”

Wiley couldn’t speak. He stared at the
screen and listened to candidate Minton’s shaking voice.

“I’ve been there, my fellow
citizens. In the trenches and blood. I’ve felt the heat of the
explosions. My ears still ring with the screams of dying men,
women, and children.”

She looked down.
“It’s hell, my fellow citizens. Hell on
earth.”

There was no sound except the whirring
cameras. All eyes were focused on the shaken woman at the
lectern.

“In war, there is always
tragedy. Soldiers are sometimes killed by friendly fire.”
She pointed a trembling finger at the frozen
screen. “But this is beyond that. An army
revolting against its commander in chief. I know for a fact that
dozens of similar incidents have occurred in Iran, Afghanistan, and
Syria. And they’re increasing.”

Minton brushed away a
tear. “In the name of God, please stop
this war. I don’t care what happens to me, but please bring our
brave men and women home before it’s too late.”

She took a last look at
the frozen picture. “For them, my fellow
citizens. For our brothers and sisters . . . my comrades at arms. .
. .”

Wiley watched her step away from the lectern
while the camera zoomed on the frozen picture of dead men. He
lowered his head and took a deep breath. “Mr. President, I need
that three million now.”

 


____________

 


Sid Rubin was seated at
the Horticulture Bar in downtown Atlanta when Minton spoke. He was lifting his
third white wine when the video hit him between the eyes. He
lowered his glass and stared at the television screen in
shock.

He wasn’t the only one. Fred Millingkamp sat
beside him, his eyes staring at the screen, his body frozen. It
wasn’t possible. Nothing had been left to chance. Millingkamp
looked down at his trembling hands while recalling his meticulous
handling of the Ambrose situation.

It was Millingkamp who recommended Josh
Barden after they removed Perry Ambrose eight months ago. When
Carlton and Rubin gave him the okay, Millingkamp took charge of
sterilizing the mess, from Perry’s dismissal to the video’s
confiscation and handoff to the Pentagon. His final act was to
purge the video from WNN’s database while ensuring no copies had
been made.

Rubin looked at Millingkamp with fire in his
eyes. “What the hell went wrong?”

Millingkamp shook his head. “I don’t know,
Sid. Maybe the military missed a CD on his person. They were pretty
shook over there and Perry is damn shrewd.”

Rubin plunked down thirty bucks and stood
up, his eyes locked on Millingkamp. “We’re in deep shit, Fred.
We’ll be lucky to have jobs tomorrow.”

Millingkamp looked at him with desperate
eyes. “Where are you going?”

“I better call Franklin.
He’ll want to know what happened.”

Millingkamp couldn’t speak. His brilliant
twelve year career flashed through his mind. Francine and the kids.
Their two million dollar home. The golf membership and sailboat,
and all those fucking bills!

Rubin started to turn away and hesitated.
“We should’ve killed the bastard.” He walked out of the bar and
left Millingkamp sitting on the stool, his eyes fixed on the
television.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 12

Hell on Earth

 


General Malcolm Taylor burst out of his
quarters into the dimly lit tunnel, accompanied by four special
forces guards. It would take him and his escort two minutes to
reach CENCOM’s command center despite their rapid pace.

Taylor adjusted his battle helmet and stared
at the string of overhead lamps stretching down the tunnel. After
spending two months in the renovated mountain complex, he was still
awed by its size.

The complex had been given
the code name Atlantis during last year’s invasion. If the Iranians had nukes and
missiles, they would surely be stored in the vast labyrinth of
tunnels in the Elburz Mountains north of Tehran.

Using classified satellite
technology, Atlantis’ location had been pinpointed in the days preceding the
invasion. The complex was taken in the first twenty-four hours of
battle despite heavy resistance by the Iranian army. To their
dismay, the coalition forces found no weapons of mass destruction,
leading to rumors that Atlantis
was a decoy designed to draw the invaders away
from the true nuclear sites which were nearing launch
readiness.

Taylor had spent the past
two months inside Atlantis
under strict orders to remain there while the
insurgents intensified their suicide attacks and ambushes in a
desperate effort to break the coalition’s will, and it appeared to
be having some effect. At a recent briefing, the frustrated general
boldly remarked that it seemed strange for an invading force to be
holed up like rats while their enemy stalked them.

It was Thursday, June
30th,
and the news was not good. The first message had come in at 05:24
hours, followed by three others at 05:47, 06:01, and 06:14.
Coordinated insurgent attacks were underway in Arak, Kermanshah,
Isfahan, and Qom. Coalition forces were under heavy bombardment
from weapons not previously encountered. The insurgents were
attacking in numbers beyond anything anticipated, launching fanatic
human wave thrusts into the coalition’s so-called safe zones.
Insurgent losses were heavy, but they didn’t seem to care. With
embedded reporters at the front lines, word would soon reach the
global media that chaos had broken out in Iran.

Lieutenant General Morell snapped to
attention when Taylor stormed into the communications center. Per
protocol, the technicians remained seated at their consoles while
maintaining contact with the field commanders.

Taylor returned Morell’s salute and gestured
for his number two man to join him in one of the small offices
adjacent to the cavernous room. Before closing the door, Taylor
glared at the four video screens on the wall, three of them
flashing airborne shots of the battles. He glanced at Morell. “What
happened to screen four?”

Morell frowned. “One of their hand-helds
took out the drone. We’re sending another up, but it’ll take twenty
minutes before we re-establish video with Arak.” He reached for a
speaker on the table and pressed a button. The small room came
alive with automatic weapons fire and the cries of desperate
men.

Taylor sat down and stared at the speaker
while listening to the crackling exchange between CENCOM and Major
Dorman at the Arak oil complex.

“Please repeat, Major.
You’re breaking up.”

“We have incoming missiles.
Looks like ground launched.” The speaker
echoed with explosions.

“Can you read me,
Major?”

“I’m pulling back. Heavy
explosions at the refineries. Their first wave of missiles took out
our front line.”

“We need coordinates,
Major.”

“They’re launching the
missiles from the southwest, two-four-zero degrees. Range unknown,
but my guess is the Zagros Mountains.”

“Zagros? That’s fifty
miles, Major.”

“Guess so.”

“Clear, Major. Will
request air support. Can you hold.”

“Everyone’s falling back.
Can’t re-establish defensive perimeter. They’re coming through the
town in suicide waves. The more we kill, the more they come.
I——”

Taylor clenched his fist and listened to the
high-pitched whine coming from the speaker.

“Are you there, Major?
Please advise.”

The whine faded to static.

Morell looked at his commander. “Requesting
Apache One, sir.”

Taylor nodded, his eyes
fixed on the speaker. He listened to Morell press the intercom
button while giving the order to send in the Apaches.

Morell pushed away from the intercom. “Order
given, sir.”

Taylor frowned. “What about the other
attacks?”

“We’re holding so far, but
these new missiles are a trump card.” Morell shook his head. “Given
their numbers and firepower, the ghosts will overwhelm us without
close air support.”

Taylor nodded. “Put Apache Two, Three, and
Four on full alert. We’ll see what happens in Arak before sending
them in.”

“Yes, sir.”

Taylor pushed out of his chair. “Thank you,
Farley. Let me know when Apache One engages the enemy.” He patted
Morell’s shoulder and left the room.

 


____________

 


Doug Kinkaid was out cold when a sharp voice
snapped his eyes open. He sat up and squinted at the sunlight
streaming through the gun ports in the sandbags.

 


“Scramble Apache One!
Scramble One!”

 


Kinkaid jumped to his feet and banged his
head on the bunker roof. He let out a curse and peered through one
of the ports. The chopper crews were rushing past the bunker in
full battle gear. He could hear the blades whining as the
loudspeaker crackled again.

 


“Scrambling One! Good
hunting Apaches!”

 


“Holy shit.” Kinkaid
snatched his camera bag off the floor and ran out of the bunker
into the blowing sand. After spending two nerve-wracking months in
Tehran, the Associated Press’
top reporter was finally going to see some action
with the famed Apache One
attack squadron.

Choppers One
through Five
were already rising from the desert floor, their
blades kicking up the sand. Kinkaid stopped and took a video of the
five lead choppers lifting into the morning sky. He caught a
mouthful of blowing sand, but never flinched. He stuffed the camera
in his bag and ran toward Chopper
16.

Kinkaid was climbing
aboard when 16’s pilot broke out laughing while pointing a gloved hand at the
disheveled reporter.

“Hey newsman, don’t forget
your pants!”

Kinkaid looked down at his bare legs.
“Damn!” He ran back to his bunker and snatched his battle fatigues
off the makeshift clothes line he’d strung last night, then
stumbled across the sand toward the waiting chopper while stepping
into the damp fatigues.

The second wave lifted off
the sand at 0649. It would take fifteen minutes to reach Arak and
every one of them would be used to prepare the Apaches for battle.

Kinkaid videoed the second wave’s takeoff
before climbing into the catbird seat in front of the pilot’s
command chair. From the nose seat, he would have an excellent view
of the action. The only drawback was the stack of puke bags beside
his foot. He glanced at the bags and frowned.

Chopper 16
would be used for strike evaluation. Its pilot,
Captain Jacob Worley, had received special training at Langley,
Virginia’s classified reconnaissance school. His chopper would
provide central command with vital information concerning insurgent
weaponry and tactics. His video and audio transmissions would be
relayed to central command via the drone circling Arak.

Worley’s voice crackled in
Kinkaid’s helmet. “Here we go, Mr.
Kinkaid. All strapped in?”

“All set, Captain.”
Kinkaid felt the G’s press him against the leather seat as
Chopper 16 rose into the
blue sky behind the third wave. He gave his camera bag a pat and
asked the obvious question. “So, what’s up?”

“Big fire fight at the Arak
refineries. The enemy’s using new ground-to-ground missiles. We’re
going to take them out.”

Kinkaid felt his stomach churn. “Can I take
pictures?”

“Sure, but stay on your
toes. They might have stingers and that means serious
evasives.”

Kinkaid knew what Worley
meant. The Apache was known for its titanium armament, but its real strength
lay in its extreme maneuverability. He patted the puke bags and
stared at the smoke on the horizon. “That’s Arak up
ahead?”

“Yes, sir. Ten minutes to
target. Get that camera ready. It’s going to happen
quick.”

Kinkaid stared at the three
waves of choppers bobbing in front of him, their robot cannons
firing test bursts. He was checking his camera when Worley’s voice
crackled in his ears.“Tighten those
straps, Mr. Kinkaid. We’ve got visuals of the enemy at ten thousand
yards. First wave preparing to engage.”

Kinkaid raised his fist to acknowledge. He
could see red plumes of smoke rising from Arak dead ahead. Below
him, the desert churned with burning vehicles, retreating troops,
and blowing sand. He leaned to his left and aimed his camera at the
chaos. “Those fires below us—are they friend or foe?”

“They’re ours, Mr. Kinkaid.
Hang on, here we go.”

Kinkaid watched the lead wave dive toward
the flashes of gunfire. He could see flames billowing from the
refineries. White bursts of smoke erupted from the desert floor.
Then, that screeching sound in his ears.

“Stingers! Incoming!
Evasive!”

He felt the chopper pull sharply up as the
first wave flared away from the target in an evasive starburst
maneuver. For an instant, all appeared okay.

A tremendous blast
shook Chopper 16.
Kinkaid stared in horror at the two burning choppers plummeting to
the ground. His ears rang from the high pitched cries of men in
battle.

“They took out three and
five. Our Hellfire missiles got them good, but they’re still firing
their stingers.”

“Fall back Chopper One.
Second wave going in.”

Kinkaid felt his gut wrench
as Chopper 16 leveled off and dropped into a power dive. He could hear
Captain Worley’s voice in his headset, but the words made no
sense.

“They’re using delayed
fuses. Titanium noses on those warheads. Our armor’s useless
against that. Fire all ATG’s and get the hell out!”

The Apaches flared with
discharging Hellfire missiles. Kinkaid could see their robot guns blasting away at
the insurgent positions. The sand exploded with impacting
Hellfires, but the
bursts of white smoke continued.

Wave two was veering off
when three more choppers exploded in bursts of airborne flame.
Kinkaid’s chest strained against his harness as Chopper 16 rolled to the right,
executing a vicious one eighty. True to his mission, the shaken
reporter continued shooting video of the downed choppers,
retreating ground forces, and burning refineries.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 13

 


Beneath the Pentagon

 


“Something’s come up, sir.
We need you over here.”

The President glanced at the desk clock.
“How bad, Edwin?”

“Better we talk here, sir.
We’re sending a car for you, if that’s alright.”

The President felt his stomach churn. They
hadn’t summoned him to the Pentagon since the night before
Operation Scorpion.

“Sir?”

“Give me fifteen minutes,
Edwin. I’ll meet your car at underground security.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Does Jack
know?”

“We’re phoning him
now.”

“Tell him to meet me at
security.”

“Yes, sir.”

The President released the speaker button
and stared at the portrait of George Washington above the
fireplace. It was ten minutes past midnight and the world’s most
powerful man wasn’t a happy camper. He pressed the speaker button
and took a calming breath.

“Yes, sir?”

“Please tell my wife not to
wait up for me. It looks like a long night in the oval
office.”

“Yes, sir.”

The President released the speaker button
and stared at the photograph of his lovely wife and two daughters.
He grimaced and pushed up from the chair.

When the President strode out of the oval
office, he was intercepted by two secret service agents who
accompanied him to the elevator for a quick descent to the west
wing’s underground garage. Jack Wiley joined him ten minutes
later.

The President eyed his chief of staff and
forced a tired smile. “Where the hell is your tie? You look like
you just crawled out of bed.”

Wiley frowned. “What’s up?”

The President shook his head. “Don’t know.
They want to brief us there.” He smiled at the military officer
standing off to the side. “Nice evening.”

“Yes, sir.” Colonel
Sizemore returned the smile while thinking of his wife and two sons
asleep in their Bethesda home. He glanced at the titanium briefcase
in his hand and said a prayer that this was nothing more than a
minor international incident that would quickly blow over. The
briefcase weighed only three pounds, but if properly activated its
computer would unleash more devastation than all the wars in human
history.

The black limo picked them up at 12:32 and
sped across the Memorial Bridge toward Arlington, Virginia, and its
five-sided fortress known as the Pentagon, symbol of the world’s
most formidable military power.

They were met by a cordon of marines who
escorted them to an elevator that descended five hundred feet to
the Pentagon’s global command center. It was 0052 hours on the
morning of June 30th.

Secretary of Defense, Edwin Hammel and Joint
Chiefs of Staff Chairman, Augustus Cook were waiting for the
President and Jack Wiley when they stepped off the elevator. Hammel
stepped forward and extended his hand. “Sorry about this, sir.”

The President shook Hammel’s hand. “What’s
going on?”

“This way, sir.” Hammel
gestured toward the metal door at the end of the corridor where two
marines stood guard, their eyes focused on the four men approaching
them.

The President resented the retinal scan, but
no one entered global command without proper clearance. He took his
turn at the scanner and followed the others through the opened
metal door.

The massive communications amphitheater
bristled with colored lights and flickering monitors. Twenty
operators sat at twin decks of consoles, their eyes focused on the
thirty foot projection screen in front of them. Their voices
mingled with the warbling static coming from the speakers above
their heads.

The President stepped on the rear viewing
platform and stared at the projection screen. He recognized the
image from his prior visits, a computerized map of Iran, its
triangles, squares, and circles identifying troop and equipment
deployments within the past twenty minutes. Most of the geometrics
were inert, but four flashed bright red.

The President gripped the railing. “Looks
like some activity in Arak and Qom.”

“Yes, sir.” Hammel stepped
beside him and pointed at the other red flashes. “And in Kermanshah
and Isfahan.” He stared at the screen. “We’re pulling back, Mr.
President.”

The President looked at him in disbelief.
“We’re what?”

Hammel frowned. “I don’t know how they did
it, but those madmen have gotten their hands on the most
sophisticated field weapons ever devised.”

“Weapons?”

Hammel pointed at the screen. “We sent
sixteen Apaches into Arak and six were blown out of the sky before
they reached effective target range. Before that, the insurgents
hit our ground troops with firepower we can’t match. The oil fields
in Qom and Arak are infernos.”

The President slumped against the railing.
“What about our jets?”

“We had to wait for our
forces to pull back. We’re running sorties now.”

“And?”

General Cook cut in. “We’re clobbering them,
but they’ve taken out four F-18’s.”

The President looked at Cook in shock.

Cook sighed. “Our defensive tactics and
equipment are useless against those missiles. I have one report of
a missile tracking our F-18 to forty thousand before it caught him.
The pilot threw his entire arsenal at it—chaff, evasives, lasers,
but the damn thing kept coming until it took him out.”

Wiley stepped between the three shaken men.
“Maybe we should pick this up in a conference room. No sense
disturbing the operators.”

The President nodded at his chief of staff.
He knew what Jack meant. If word got out that the finest army in
history was retreating from suicidal fanatics armed with super
weapons, all hell would break lose. The war would be finished and
so would the President.

Hammel took the hint and gestured toward a
nearby conference room. He waited for the others to take seats
inside before closing the door and joining them. The only sound was
the conditioned air rushing through the ceiling vents.

General Cook placed a blue binder on the
table and opened it. He frowned while handing a photograph to the
President. “This photo was cleared an hour ago. It was taken from
gun cameras on our lead Apache. Those flashes are ground fire, but
they’re not the problem.” He pointed to the photo. “It’s those
three contrails on the right.”

The President squinted at the photo.
“Missiles?”

“Yes, sir. They’re
XGA99’s, the latest in ground-to-air technology. They make the
stinger look stone age. Ten times as fast, ten times as lethal, and
relentless in hunting their target.”

Cook handed the next photograph to the
President. “This is a photo of their incoming GG100 missiles. You
can see the plumes of flame from their hits on the oil wells.” He
handed the President the last photo. “This was transmitted by an
embedded Associated Press reporter before his chopper was shot
down.”

The President squinted at the name on the
photo. “Kinkaid?”

“Yes, sir. His chopper was
pulling back when it was hit by a ‘99. We lost him and the pilot.”
He pointed at the photo. “Those incoming contrails are
GG100’s.”

The President studied the photo. “How many
did we lose?”

Cook’s face reddened. “They blew away five
hundred marines, sir. Our men never had a chance.”

The President dropped the photo. “Five
hundred?”

“Yes, sir. Two direct hits
with tremendous explosive force.” Cook looked down. “They never
knew what hit them.”

The door opened and Zach Kingston stepped
into the room. He closed the door and took the vacant seat across
from the stunned President.

Wiley rested his hand on the President’s
shoulder. “I told Zach to come, Mr. President. He’s uncovered
something.”

The President nodded. He’d hated Kingston’s
guts from the moment Jack Wiley advised him that the FBI director
must stay. Understandable, no President wants a cancer in his
ranks, especially when the cancer is leftover from the prior
administration, but Kingston knew too much to be treated
harshly.

The President eased back in his chair. “Go
ahead, Zach.”

Kingston tucked his tie inside his suit
jacket and pulled a red binder out of his attaché case. He placed
it on the table and opened it, his eyes studying the exposed
paper.

Kingston looked at the President. “We have a
trace on the missiles.”

The President stared at him. “Trace?”

Kingston nodded. “It appears they were
smuggled to Iranian insurgents through arms merchants in Europe,
India, and Africa.”

“From?”

“The United
States.”

The President’s eyes widened. “Here?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You have
proof?”

Kingston nodded. “Our field agents have
photostats of the transactions. It took some time to pick up the
money trail, but the evidence is conclusive.” Kingston hesitated.
“They hijacked our missiles.”

The President looked him in the eye. “Do you
know what you’re saying?”

Kingston handed the President the paper.
“Well-conceived and financed. From what we can determine, it was a
multi-billion dollar operation using implants at our most secured
facilities. By the time we knew what happened, the missiles had
disappeared from three in-transit sites.”

The President put down the paper.
“In-transit?”

“Staging areas in Tel
Aviv, Ankara, and Kuwait. We think the thefts occurred at those
storage facilities within minutes of each other.”

The President eyed the paper. “Just like
that?”

Kingston nodded. “Their security badges were
valid, sir. That means they were able to penetrate and corrupt our
most sensitive personnel databases.”

The President’s head snapped up. “Now
really, Zach. You expect me to believe that a bunch of profiteers
compromised our command and control security?”

Kingston nodded. “It appears they trucked in
dummy missiles, switched them with the real ones, and trucked the
real ones away under the guise of normal transfer operations. They
knew the exact times of guard turnovers and weak spots at the
storage depots.” He hesitated. “They even intercepted our video
surveillance transmissions to mask the transfers.”

The President glanced at the paper. “How
many missiles?”

“Thirty-two GG100’s and
one hundred XGA99’s.”

The President’s face reddened. “That’s
impossible, Zach. Those missiles don’t exist.”

“Sir?”

The President leaned toward him, his brown
eyes aflame. “Those missiles are still on the drawing board. At
best, we have a dozen prototypes in New Mexico. No way could they
get that many.”

“I’m afraid there is,
sir.”

The President turned to Hammel who was
staring at him with sullen eyes.

Hammel sank in his chair. “Sir, the
prototypes performed so well, we authorized manufacture of one
hundred each.”

“You what?”

Hammel opened his hands in a pleading
gesture. “They were ready, sir. We could gain the high ground.”

The President stared at him in disbelief.
“What are you saying, Edwin? No one notified me? No money was
authorized?”

Hammel looked down. “We borrowed it,
sir.”

“Borrowed?”

“From the Star Wars
program.”

“Star wars? Hell, that
money’s allocated for defensive satellite prototypes.”

Hammel sighed. “We borrowed from the
advanced research phase, sir. There’s no budget to track against
because the ARP spans all test firing programs.” He looked the
President in the eye. “Sir, that money’s been flowing into ARP’s
black hole for nearly twenty-five years with no conclusive
result.”

The President clenched his fist. “You
diverted it to the missiles?”

Hammel nodded. “Seemed like a good idea.
Better to put the money on a winner.”

“How much
money?”

Hammel glanced at General Cook. “Seventy
billion.”

The President collapsed in his chair while
trying to digest Hammel’s words. He was about to unleash a tirade
when Jack Wiley cut him off.

“Is that it,
Zach?”

Kingston looked at Wiley with puzzled
eyes.

“Thank you, Zach.” Wiley
nodded at the door and watched Kingston close his attaché
case.

Kingston stood up and looked down at the
shaken President. “I’m sorry, sir. I figured you’d want to know.”
He waited for the President’s faint nod before leaving the
room.

The President glared at Hammel and Cook.
“There’s a lot I want to say but this isn’t the time. What the hell
should we do?”

Cook leaned forward and rested his arms on
the table. “Sir, I’ve consulted with the joint chiefs and we’ve
concluded our best shot is to use field nukes.”

“The President’s face
turned purple. “Are you insane? The Russians will freak out! The
media will fry us! We’ll be damned in history!” He slammed his fist
on the table. “No, General! Under no circumstances!”

Cook nodded. “Then I recommend we pull back
to Tehran and open negotiations with Al Qaeda.”

The President stood up, his body trembling.
Wiley tried to grasp his arm but the President swiped his hand
away. “Get out!”

Cook snatched the photos off the table and
rose from his chair. He was nearly out of the room when he spun
around and locked his brown eyes on the President. “When you
politicians start a war, there’s no turning back. You should know
that by now. We’re not chess pieces, Mr. President. We’re the
finest army that ever walked the earth. You’ll have my resignation
within the hour.”

“Just a minute,
General!”

Cook ignored him and stormed out of the
room.

Hammel leaned forward. “Mr. President, I’m
sorry for—”

“Get out, Edwin!” The
President watched his secretary of defense push up from the table
and stagger out of the room. He sank into his chair and stared at
the opened door.

Wiley leaned toward him. “You okay?”

The President lowered his head. “I’m
history, Jack. The bastards finished me.”

Wiley patted his wrist. “Not yet, old
chum.”

The President didn’t respond.

Wiley stood up and gestured to the door.
“Let’s get out of here. I need some fresh air.”

The two men said nothing on the ride back to
the White House. A light drizzle was falling and the temperature
had dropped considerably. They were approaching the west security
gate when Wiley broke the silence. “I’ll be out of touch for a few
days.”

“What?”

Wiley looked his friend in the eye. “It’s
time to pull our trump card.”

“Trump?”

“The three million
thing.”

The President frowned. “No, dammit. You’re
too old to be running down dark alleys.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“No!” The President
pointed a finger at him. “I mean it, Jack. Let someone else handle
it.”

Wiley sighed. “Wish I could, but this one’s
too important to pawn off.”

The President withdrew his finger. After all
their years together, he knew when his friend was dead-set on
something. He looked away and tried a different approach. “Hell,
let Kingston handle it. He likes that sort of thing.”

Wiley forced a smile. “Sorry, old chum. You
can’t rely on slugs like Kingston or Hammel. Like it or not, you
need someone you can trust.” He raised his arms in jest. “Oh shit,
that’s me.”

The President fell back in the seat, his
eyes glistening. “This is a bad time, Jack. You’re all I have. If
anything happens to you—”

Wiley patted his shoulder. “I’ll call you on
Monday morning with good news.”

“That’s all you’re going
to tell me?”

Wiley nodded. “If anyone asks about me, tell
them I’m visiting a sick friend.”

The President sighed and lowered his head.
“I’m tired, Jack. Damn tired.”

“Yes, sir. Get some sleep,
Mr. President.”

They parted company in the west wing’s
underground garage. The President shook Wiley’s hand and headed for
the elevator and a warm bed with the woman he loved.

Wiley waited for his friend of thirty years
to disappear into the elevator before climbing back into the limo
with his cell phone. It took a few seconds for the secured line to
kick in. He recognized Kingston’s strained voice.

“That you,
Jack?”

“Who else?”

Kingston breathed a sigh of
relief. “You had me off balance in there.
I thought something had gone wrong.”

Wiley glanced at his watch. “What time does
the plane leave?”

“Five sharp from Dulles.
Ask for Charter nine-ninety-nine. One of our men will escort you to
the plane.”

Wiley frowned while recalling the
President’s warning.

“You there,
Jack?”

“Yeah, see you on the
plane.” Wiley pressed the off button and slipped the phone in his
jacket pocket.

 


____________

 


“What time is
it?”

The President embraced his wife and
whispered in her ear. “Time for the most powerful man on earth to
get lucky.”

She patted his arm. “In the morning,
sweetheart. You need rest.”

“Hell I do.” He pressed
against her and made his intentions known.

“My, my, darling. Did you
take one of those Viagras?”

“The whole bottle.” He
kissed her passionately on the neck and felt her turn toward him.
It was 4:11 in the morning and the President of the United States
was a happy camper.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 14

 


Acceleration

 


The Gulfstream took off from Burbank
Airport at 8:45 on Thursday morning. Perry’s bodyguard sat across
the aisle, his face buried in a newspaper. They hadn’t spoken since
leaving the Beverly
Hilton.

Perry stared the shoreline fading beneath
the haze. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know their
destination. It would be his second visit to Lake Warnock. Nice
time of the year with all those birds, sunflowers, and rustling
trees. Add the rippling water, and it was the perfect spot for a
little chat with his favorite person.

He felt a chill. The past two months had
been a joy ride, but last night’s press conference changed all
that. From now on, Minton would squeeze him like a tube of
toothpaste until she had what she wanted.

His chill became a shiver. For two months,
the second video had been his bargaining chip. It was more than the
two million dollars. The video had guaranteed his safety. When he
handed her those interviews with Kramer, Matafuco, Cambria, and
Ramirez, he would lose that bargaining chip.

He felt his stomach churn. Then what old
chum? What does a woman like Claire Minton do with someone she
can’t trust? Maybe nothing. Maybe just shake his hand and wish him
well.

His fingers dug into the
armrest. What the bloody hell are you
smoking? When you turn over those interviews, you’re toast,
Ambrose. Toast!

“Toast?”

Perry nearly jumped out of his seat. He
turned to the bodyguard who was extending a plate of buttered toast
and cup of coffee.

The bodyguard gave him the evil eye. “You
okay?”

Perry nodded. “Just a little hung over.”

“Sure about
that?”

Perry snatched the toast and coffee. “I’m
fine. Where are we going?”

The bodyguard shrugged. “Ms. Minton is
anxious to see you. Sounds like you have some unfinished
business.”

Perry watched the bodyguard drift off to
sleep. He took a sip of coffee and stared at the toast.

 


The plane broke through the clouds at one
p.m., Lawrence time, revealing a sea of golden wheat. A silo came
into view, and above it a wind sock flapping on a pole. The plane
flew past the silo and rolled into a steep left bank as it prepared
to land.

Perry took a calming breath while recalling
the photograph he’d seen at Purdue’s library, and he suddenly knew
what must be done. Whatever it took, however he pulled it off, he
must break away from them long enough to finish what he had started
two months ago.

He was snapped from his thoughts by a poke
in the arm.

“Fasten your belt. We’re
landing.”

Perry nodded and clipped his buckle.

The bodyguard glared at him. “Sure you’re
okay?”

“Yeah.”

“No tricks,
right?”

Perry nodded at the chisel-chinned hog
sitting across from him. He leaned toward the window and looked
down at the wheat fields while recalling the last image he saw on
that library computer screen, two months ago.

The young face could be her. Impossible to
know for sure, but it could be her.

He’d spent his final
minutes studying photos of Cadmore
girls who had found new homes through the
institution’s strict adoption procedures.

The young face flashed in his mind. Until
that photo, his earliest look at Claire Minton was the 1991 Gulf
War photo. The blue eyes looked the same, piercing and cold. And
that jet black hair, except it was longer in the
fourteen-year-old’s photo. And there was the other problem. The
caption below the photo read “Charlene MacAfee.”

The girl had been adopted by the Jordans of
Abilene, Kansas, a god-fearing family that would provide a good
home for Charlene. Plenty of money too. The article described
Matthew Jordan as a mechanic who had built a successful trucking
business that carried grain to every farm state in the Midwest and
Southwest.

Perry was jarred from his
thoughts by a sharp jolt and screech of rubber as the
Gulfstream touched down
on the dirt airstrip. A quick application of brakes and the sleek
jet rolled to a stop amidst the rolling wheat.

“Ready?”

Perry nodded at the bodyguard and pushed out
of his seat.

The ride to Lake Warnock took forty-five
minutes. She was waiting for him at the lodge’s front door when
their black SUV crunched to a stop on the cinder driveway.

She walked to the car and peered through the
passenger window, her face showing the strain of the past few days.
“I’m having lunch. Want to join me?”

Perry nodded and slid off the car’s rear
seat. It was cool for this time of year with a brisk southwest
breeze blowing in his face. The sky was overcast with the threat of
rain. He followed her into the lodge while wondering if it would
storm. Nothing like a little lightning and thunder to spice the
moment.

She wore a yellow jersey and jeans. No
makeup, but she didn’t need any. Claire Minton was an attractive
woman who would melt most men with a glance of her blue eyes. Only
problem was this black widow was best kept at arm’s length.

They sat at a small table on the covered
deck behind the lodge. She took a bite of her tuna sandwich and
sipped some iced tea. “Something wrong?”

“What?”

She nodded at his plate. “I thought you’d be
hungry.”

“Oh, sorry.” Perry
snatched his tuna sandwich and took a healthy bite.

She leaned back in her chair. “I take it you
saw the press conference?”

He nodded.

“Well?”

He listened to a rumble of thunder. “What I
think isn’t important.”

She smiled. “I’d like your thoughts.”

Perry shrugged. “It was well done.”

Her smile faded. “That’s all you have to
say?”

Perry shrugged and bit into his
sandwich.

She leaned toward him. “I’m at twenty-one
percent.”

Perry nodded and sipped his tea.

She leaned closer. “I couldn’t have done it
without you.”

He looked her in the eye. “Good tuna.”

She frowned and collapsed in her chair. The
downpour had begun.

They sat facing each other with the rain
pouring off the roof. Claire finally broke the silence. She sighed
and looked at the blowing trees.

“I love the rain. So clean
and fresh. Makes me feel good inside. Reminds me of the farm when
my dad and brother rushed to bring in the cows.” She looked him in
the eye. “I can almost smell the hot apple pie cooking in the oven,
and hear my mom calling us for dinner.”

Perry smiled. “Sounds like you had a better
childhood than me.”

She stared at him with those blue eyes.
“Tell me.”

Perry shrugged. “Not much to tell. My dad
was a Welsh coal miner who saved enough quid to open a small pub in
Cardiff.” He sipped his iced tea. “The old guy was a real fighter.
It took him ten years, but the sly fox parlayed that pub into a
London bar that did quite well.”

“What about your
mom?”

Perry put down his glass. “She died when I
was four. Bloody cancer killed her, along with the polluted
air.”

“Do you remember
her?”

“Some.”

“Is your dad
alive?”

Perry shook his head.

She sighed and looked down at the table.
“It’s hard being a child. We’re so vulnerable. It takes a
toll.”

The sky flashed with lightning followed by a
clap of thunder. She gestured toward the double doors leading to
the living room. “We better go inside before we get soaked.”

Perry nodded and followed her into the
lodge. So much for tender moments.

She led him into her study and closed the
door. Perry recognized Jess Wilkin staring at the rain through the
study’s bay window.

Wilkin walked over to Perry and shook his
hand. “How’s the arm?”

Perry glanced at his left arm. “Still
there.”

Wilkin smiled and sat in one of the two
leather chairs facing the desk.

Claire gestured for Perry to sit in the
other chair. She waited until he was down before stepping behind
the desk and sinking into its high-back leather chair.

Perry smiled. “Quite presidential.”

Wilkin ignored his crack. “Your video really
shook them, Perry.” He pulled a paper out of his jacket pocket and
handed it to Perry. “That’s my best guess at our possibilities
going into the September debate.”

Perry unfolded the paper and stared at it in
disbelief. “Thirty percent?”

Wilkin nodded. “Yes, but it depends on
you.”

Perry looked down at the paper.

Claire leaned forward. “We need those
interviews, Perry. They’re going to hit us hard. They can’t let us
win. Too many powerful interests involved. They’ll do anything to
stop us.”

Wilkin jumped in. “They’re already
formulating a scheme to discredit your video. We expect the first
salvo before the week is over.” He leaned toward Perry. “That’s why
we need those interviews now.”

Perry frowned. “That’s not what we
agreed.”

Wilkin threw up his hands. “What’s the
difference? You’re going to get paid. We just want to move up the
exchange.”

“I need time.”

Wilkin glared at him. “You trying to pull
out?”

“No, but we have an
agreement.”

Wilkin’s eyes flickered. “You still don’t
get it. We’re talking survival here. We need that second video to
counter punch their attack. If we can air the first troop interview
this week, we’ll stretch the others over the next few months to
gain momentum for the debate. If my projection is right, Claire
will walk on stage with twenty-nine percent against Hawley’s thirty
and the President’s thirty-four.”

Perry held up the paper. “What about the
other seven percent?”

Wilkin smirked. “That’s the ball game, isn’t
it? The golden fleece. The mother load. If Claire can snatch that
seven percent in the debate, it’s over.” His eyes lit up. “We’ll
win, dammit.”

Perry stared at him. “Win?”

Wilkin nodded.

Perry looked at Claire. “You didn’t tell me
that.”

Her blue eyes burned into him. “I’m going as
far as I can.”

Perry collapsed in the chair. “Are you
crazy? That’s the worst thing that could happen. Pressuring them
for deals is one thing, but winning will destroy everything you’re
trying to accomplish.”

She gave him a puzzled look. “Sorry, Perry.
You just lost me.”

He shook the paper. “If you win, the
government will be paralyzed at the worst possible time. The bloody
war will become our worst nightmare in a hundred fifty years.
They’ll impeach you. Run you out on a bloody rail.” He looked her
in the eye. “They’re too powerful, Claire. They’ll do anything to
protect their wealth.” He placed the paper on the desk. “You can’t
beat them.”

She looked down at the paper. “I need your
help, Perry. I never expected we would come this close, but your
video changed that.” She nodded at the briefcase on the desk. “We
have your second million in cold hard cash, but I need those
interviews now.”

Perry looked at the briefcase and felt a
knot in the pit of his stomach. He had just run out of time.
Nothing he could say would change that.

He sighed and looked her in the eye. “I can
get you the video, but I need to do it alone.” He watched them
glance at each other.

She shook her head. “You know I can’t do
that. We almost lost you two months ago.” She leaned toward him.
“You said it yourself. There are powerful interests involved. If
they take you out, they’ll take me out too.”

Perry glanced at the briefcase. “I need to
do it alone.”

Wilkin leaned toward him. “Alone where?”

“Chicago.”

“Where in
Chicago?”

Perry hesitated. “That’s my business.”

Wilkin scowled at him. “Sorry, Mr. Ambrose.
It’s our business too. We’re in this together and we can’t let you
out of our sight.”

Perry leaned back in the chair. There was no
sound except the rain spattering on the window. The three of them
stared at each other like statues.

Claire broke the silence. “What if we meet
you halfway? Give us a location in Chicago and we’ll stake it out.
That way, you’ll have your time alone and we’ll know where you
are.”

Perry shook his head. “I don’t like it.”

Minton sensed an opening. “I’m sorry, Perry.
That’s the best I can do.” She pushed out of her chair and walked
to the window.

She folded her arms and stared at the lake.
“The sun’s breaking through.”

Perry glanced at the window. “So it is.”

She lowered her head. “They almost killed
you. We saved your life and offered you a better one. Isn’t that
worth something?”

“That’s not
fair.”

She chuckled. “I’m the dragon lady,
remember? Anything goes.”

“You’re bloody
insane.”

“Sorry, it’s what I do
best.”

Perry uttered a painful sigh and pushed out
of his chair. “I need to think it over.”

Wilkin glared at Minton. “There has to be
another way. Chicago’s a big city. Tough to stake anything
out.”

Minton smiled at him. “It’ll be okay. We’ve
come too far to mistrust each other.” She glanced at Perry.
“Right?”

Perry shook his head and walked toward the
door followed by Minton’s unhappy campaign manager. They were
almost out of the room when she called out to him.

“Perry?”

He hesitated.

“Thanks for believing in
me.” She stared at the lake and listened to the door
close.

“You ARE
insane.”

She turned toward the white-haired man
standing beside the desk. He’d spent the last twenty minutes
listening to their conversation from the small conference room
behind the study. His frown said it all.

She watched him lean against the desk, his
hand toying with the letter opener. She smiled and nodded at the
jade knife. “Going to use that on me?”

“Not funny, Claire. We’ve
come too far for childish jokes and misplaced trust.”

She shook her head and eased beside him.
“It’ll be okay. If it weren’t for Mr. Ambrose, I’d be out of the
race.”

His eyes flickered. “That’s not the point,
missy. We can’t lose sight of our goal. Your reporter is nothing
but a tool, and a broken one at that.”

She leaned against him and rested her head
on his chest. “You smell good. New cologne?”

He sighed. “Bought it in Italy. Supposed to
drive the ladies wild.”

She gave him a hug. “It works.”

He backed away and looked into her blue
eyes. “No games, young lady.”

She smiled the smile he loved so much. “You
once told me the dumbest woman in the world can outsmart the
smartest man.”

He shook his head. “This is different.
There’s too much at stake to trust a loser like him.”

She patted his arm. “I can handle him. After
all, he’s about to give us the presidency. Don’t want to upset the
apple cart.”

“You seem pretty sure of
yourself.”

She nodded. “Shouldn’t I be? You taught me
everything I know.”

He looked down while trying to avoid those
piercing blue eyes.

“Come on, my darling. Let
me have some fun.”

His voice softened. “I’ll be damned. You are
the dragon lady.”

“Not for you.”

He took her in his arms and held her close.
“You’re the most important thing in my life, Claire. The gods sent
you to me. You’re gonna make us proud, missy. God, don’t get hurt
now.”

She reached up and kissed him on the cheek.
“We’ll be fine. Everything will be fine.”

They clung to each other and listened to the
clock ticking on the desk. His voice was barely audible.

“Okay . . . .”

He waited for her to leave the room before
snatching the cell phone out of his pocket. The damn thing had been
vibrating for thirty seconds, but the moment was too important to
lose on a phone call.

He flipped the phone open and placed it
against his ear. “Go ahead.”

“We’ve got
trouble.”

“Trouble?”

“Clyde’s blown the
whistle.”

His eyes widened. “Clyde?”

“Confirmed. He’s meeting
with the President’s contact today. Gonna trade everything for big
bucks.”

He stood speechless, his eyes gazing at the
window.

The voice crackled in his
ear. “I know you two are close,
but—”

“Hold it, Charlie. This has
to be a mistake.”

“No mistake. We’ve got
Clyde on tape with his finger in the cookie jar. He’s in contact
with the FBI.”

He looked at the phone in disbelief. “FBI?
How can that be? He’s one of us, dammit. We’ve been through hell
together.”

The caller
hesitated. “We need to take care of
it.”

He leaned against the wall. “I’ll talk to
him. That way I’ll be sure.”

“Can’t do that. It’s too
dangerous.”

“Dammit,
Charlie.”

“I know, it shook me too,
but that’s the way it is.”

He gripped the phone. “Find another
way!”

The caller
hesitated. “You know there isn’t one. You
wrote the rules, remember? Without loyalty, we’re
finished.”

He lowered his head, unable to speak.

“You should know that
others are involved. Pretty high up from what I can tell. I’ll try
to be surgical, but we might have collateral damage.”

“How high?”

“Chief of
staff.”

“What?”

I guess they’re pretty desperate.”

He glared at the lake.

The voice crackled.
“Matt?”

“Yeah?”

“Want me to handle
it?”

He hesitated. “My God, Charlie.”

“I’ll be in
touch.”

“Charlie?”

“Yeah?”

“For God’s sake, Charlie—”
The phone clicked. He slipped it in his pocket and staggered to the
window.

The sun was breaking through the clouds, its
beams striking the lake, but he wasn’t looking at the view. He was
staring at his reflection in the window. The tanned face and green
eyes. The white hair streaming onto his shoulders. The same face
Perry saw that night in the limo.

 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 15

Revelations

 


The Dassault lifted off Dulles’ charter
runway at 5:14 on the morning of June 30th. With the lights of DC
fading into the haze, the sleek jet rolled into a steep left bank
toward its northwest heading.

The plane’s two passengers were oblivious to
the takeoff. They sat beside each other, their eyes trained on the
blue folder spread across their snack tables. Wiley stroked his
forehead while studying the photograph in the folder. “That’s
him?”

Kingston nodded. “We’ve had him under
twenty-four hour surveillance since our first contact three months
ago.”

Wiley frowned. “Expensive.”

“But worth it.” Kingston
tapped the photo. “He’s the one we’ve been waiting for, Jack. The
smoking gun. If I’m right, he’ll give your boss four more
years.”

“Go on.”

“When Burble contacted us
last month, he was having second thoughts, but now he’s opened the
vault.” Kingston flipped the page and watched Wiley squint at a
second photograph of three men clad in hunting jackets with their
shotguns raised to the sky.

Kingston pointed to the man on the right.
“That’s Burble.”

Wiley squinted at the photo. “It doesn’t
look like him.”

“It’s him. That photo was
taken eighteen years ago in a forest near Flint, Michigan. Shave
off the beard, thin the hair, and its Clyde Burble.”

Wiley gave him a skeptical look. “Who are
the other guys?”

“It’s in the narrative.”
Kingston leaned back and watched Wiley read the text below the
photo.

Wiley sighed. “What the hell’s a red
leg?”

Kingston smiled. “It goes back to the Civil
War. A bunch of fanatics that ravaged Kansas with Quantrill. They
got the nickname from their red leggings.”

“Bandits?”

“More like war lords. They
wanted to build their kingdom in Kansas.”

Wiley shrugged. “Never heard of them.”

“They faded away after the
war, but sick causes have a way of resurfacing if the conditions
are right.”

Wiley nodded at the photo. “That’s all you
have?”

“There’s more.” Kingston
flipped the page to the last two photos. He watched Wiley read the
supporting text. The only sound was the hum of the
engines.

Wiley closed the folder and leaned back in
his seat. “I get the drift, but it’s pretty thin.” He looked out
the window. “I need more to run with something like this.”

Kingston slipped the folder into his attaché
case. “I told Burble we’re coming in good faith with a hundred
thousand in unmarked bills. He understands that any further reward
will depend on what he gives us.”

Wiley shook his head. “He sounds like a real
slime.”

“Aren’t we
all.”

Wiley closed his eyes while recalling the
day he told the President they must keep the dirt bag seated beside
him. He could still hear the President’s stinging words when he
broke the news.

Get rid of him, Jack. He’s a Judas goat.
He’ll bring us down. Cut the cord, dammit. We don’t want that Judas
at our throats. Hell, if you want I’ll fire him myself—

Kingston leaned toward him. “You okay?”

Wiley nodded. “Just tired. Think I’ll catch
some sleep.” He turned away from Kingston while cursing himself for
chasing phantoms.

The Dassault touched down on a private
strip near Grand Rapids at 7:21, seconds before a cloudburst swept
over the runway. Its two passengers fled the aircraft and hopped
aboard an FBI-issue van which sped away amidst a clap of
thunder.

Wiley leaned toward the rain-spattered
window and peered at the river flashing through the trees. “I
haven’t seen that white water since we drove through here four
years ago.”

“Campaign
stop?”

Wiley nodded.

Kingston stared at the river. “Can I ask you
something?”

“Yeah?”

“How long do I
have?”

“Long?”

Kingston sighed. “C’mon, Jack. Let’s be
honest with each other. The only reason I still have my job is
because you’re not sure what I have.”

Wiley raised his hand. “This isn’t a good
time. Let’s pick this up when we get back.”

Kingston’s face reddened. “Let’s do it
now.”

“Just a damn
min—”

“No, Jack. We do it
now.”

Wiley stared at him. “You serious?”

“Deadly.”

Wiley heaved a sigh. “Go on.”

Kingston looked him in the eye. “If I give
you what you want, you owe me something.”

Wiley shrugged. “Like?”

“An honorable resignation
with something to look forward to.”

Wiley stared at him. Things were looking up.
If this phantom called Burble turned out to be a phony, he could
still salvage the wasted trip by bringing good news to the
President.

Zach Kingston was ready to make a deal. A
little phone call to the right people and ol’ Zach would become a
lobbyist for the oil and Mideast reconstruction cartels, and the
President’s Judas goat would be out of the way.

Kingston leaned toward him. “Well?”

Wiley nodded. “I’ll consider it. Let’s talk
on the flight back.” He watched Kingston ease back in his seat.

Their van pulled into Grand
Rapids at 8:23 and headed south on Division Street. It only took a
few minutes to reach the Grand Rapids
Inn. A quick ride up the elevator and they
were standing at room “241”.

Kingston rapped on the door. The voice on
the other side was barely audible.

“Yeah?”

“We’re here.”

The man’s voice sharpened. “Back off so I
can see you.”

Kingston stepped back from the peephole and
gestured for Wiley to do the same.

“Who’s your
friend?”

Kingston shrugged. “The man you want to
see.”

The chain lock disengaged followed by a
deadbolt and what sounded like a chair being dragged away from the
door. The door opened revealing a nervous, twitching face. A little
vague with the unshaven beard, but it was him.

Burble squinted at Wiley. “You’re the
President’s guy? The chief of whatever?”

Wiley forced a smile. “I’m him.”

Burble looked at the black briefcase under
Kingston’s arm. “You got it?”

Kingston patted the briefcase.

“Well, let’s get to it.”
Burble swung the door open and gestured for them to sit at the
small table beside the bed.

It only took a second for Wiley to smell the
liquor on Burble’s breath. He glanced at the half-consumed bottle
of gin on the table and sat down across from Kingston.

Burble closed the door and engaged the locks
before jamming a chair under the knob. He backed away from the door
and turned to his two seated guests, his hands rubbing his soiled
flannel shirt. “You got us covered?”

Kingston nodded. “Two agents at the stairs
and elevator.”

Burble frowned. “That’s all?”

“Two is plenty, Mr.
Burble.”

Burble looked down at the gin. “You gents
want a shot?”

Wiley shrugged. “It’s a little early, but
what the hell.”

“Now you’re talkin’.”
Burble cracked a smile and snatched a plastic glass from the top of
the TV. He poured Wiley a shot and extended the glass. “Sorry about
the ice. I like it warm myself.”

Wiley took the glass and swigged it down. It
burned like hell, but he wasn’t going to show it.

Burble extended the bottle to Kingston who
waved it away. He gave Kingston a dirty look and extended the
bottle to Wiley. “Another?”

Wiley slid the glass toward him.

Burble poured him a healthy shot and backed
away. “You’re not what I expected.”

“No?”

Burble swigged the bottle and wiped his
mouth with his flannel sleeve. “You’re human.” He put the bottle on
the table and looked down at Wiley. “What are your roots?”

Wiley slugged down the gin. “Tampa, born and
raised.”

Burble grinned. “Ah, a gator. Tough boys
down there.” He snatched the bottle and took another swig. “You
from the swamps?”

Wiley shook his head. “I left Tampa when I
was a kid. My dad was in the Air Force so we moved around a
lot.

Burble extended the bottle but Wiley raised
his hand. “Let’s talk.”

Burble pulled back the bottle and placed it
on the table. “Yeah, might as well.” He sat in the chair between
them, his black eyes trained on Wiley.

Wiley pulled out a notepad and flipped it
open. “So, what do you have.”

Burble tapped his fingers against the
bottle. “Ever visited Lawrence?”

Wiley shrugged. “On the campaign trail.”

“Like it?”

Wiley nodded. “People seemed friendly. Nice
town from what I recall.”

Burble took another swig. “You don’t know
Lawrence.” He scratched his stubbled chin and looked at Kingston.
“Let’s see the money.”

Kingston popped open the briefcase and
tilted it so Burble could see the cash. “One hundred thousand in
untraceable bills.” He slid the briefcase across the table.

Burble eyed the money for a moment, then
closed the bag and placed it on the floor. He took a swig of gin
and stared at the empty bottle.

Wiley leaned toward him. “I’ve come a long
way, Mr. Burble. I don’t have much time.”

Burble pushed back from the table and looked
at Wiley with those black eyes. “Know anythin’ about militias?”

Wiley hesitated while recalling the text in
the folder. “You mean, red legs?”

Burble smiled. “Done some research, eh?
Hell, they’re only a small cut of the pie.”

Wiley nodded. “And the other cuts?”

Burble’s face twisted in a sneer. He lifted
his hand and started counting his gnarled fingers. “Well, let’s
see. We got the Michigan boys, the Massachusetts boys, the Maryland
boys, the Utah boys, the Arizona boys, the Ohio boys, the Arkansas
boys, the Florida boys, the—”

Kingston pointed a harsh finger at him. “Get
to it.”

Burble snapped his head toward Kingston, his
eyes flashing. “This ain’t easy, big shot. Those men in the picture
are my friends. We’ve been through hell together. Lost our farms,
our businesses, our jobs, even our families because of you
government boys and your corporate bosses.” He sank in the chair
and stared at the bottle. “It’s not easy to back shoot your
friends.”

Wiley leaned toward him. “We’re
listening.”

Burble looked down at the empty bottle.
“Matt and Charlie are my buds. I love them more than anythin’,
except—”

Wiley leaned closer. “Yes?”

“They’re killin’ our
boys.”

“Our boys?”

“Our troops. We’re losin’
so damn many in that damn war.” He looked at Wiley with pleading
eyes. “I won’t be part of that.”

Wiley nodded. “Go ahead, Mr. Burble.”

Burble grasped the empty bottle and nodded
at the closet door. “Get us another gin.”

Wiley almost fainted when he slid open the
closet door and saw the twenty unopened bottles on the shelf. He
snatched a bottle and poured Burble a stiff one.

Kingston leaned toward Burble. “Tell Mr.
Wiley how they’re killing our boys.”

Burble guzzled the gin and squinted at
Wiley. “Matt’s got lots of money. More than most. He and Charlie
are tight with the other militias. They use the internet to talk.
Lots of code and all that.” He poured another shot and swigged it
down. “Lots of money in the militias. Lots of powerful folk who
want to return to the old ways so we can get back our farms and
take care of our families— ” His face twisted in a scowl. “—and
throw out the scum that’s invaded our borders.”

Wiley leaned toward him. “What about our
troops?”

Burble pushed back in the chair, making it
creak. “What I’m gonna tell you is my death warrant.”

Wiley stared at him.

“I want witness
protection.”

Wiley nodded. “You’ll have it along with the
money, but we need to know everything.”

Burble looked down at his trembling hands.
“Matt and Charlie set up the missile thing.”

Wiley froze. “Missile?”

“The hundreds and
ninety-nines. They set the whole thing up with their rich buds in
the other militias.” Burble raised his hand. “Not all of them, mind
you. Most of the militia would never go along with it, but they
didn’t know.”

Wiley stared at him. “How do you know?”

“Cause I was the contact
man with the arms guy from London.”

“London?”

Burble nodded. “I gave the London guy a
bunch of coded papers and he gave me another bunch to take back to
Matt and Charlie. Couldn’t read the damn things. Looked like
chicken scratches.” He glanced at Kingston. “I guess you guys
decoded them.”

Wiley glanced at Kingston who nodded. “You
gave Mr. Kingston copies?”

Burble took a swig. “Guess I did.”

Wiley took a calming breath. “Who set it
up?”

Burble shrugged. “Don’t know, but the London
guy handled the computer stuff.”

Wiley’s eyes lit up. “The personnel
files?”

“Yeah.”

Wiley shook his head. “Those files are top
secret. They’re unbreakable.”

Burble smiled. “Lots of militia in the
government, Mr. Wiley. Some have real good jobs, even in your
capital.”

Wiley couldn’t believe his ears. He tried to
stay calm while forcing out the words. “The defense
department?”

Burble’s smile widened. “You’d be
surprised.”

Kingston placed his pocket recorder on the
table. “Go on, Mr. Burble. We need names and dates.”

They spent the next hour listening to Burble
spill his guts about bitter people and their crusade to right the
wrongs done to the good folks that built this nation. He talked
about the desperation that rekindled the militias after Ruby Ridge,
Waco, Oklahoma City, and the broken borders. He ranted about lost
jobs, lost farms, and lost self-respect. All because the global
corporate maggots had taken over the nation.

In everything Burble said, the common thread
was a fierce commitment to bring down the corrupt government that
had betrayed its people, a government ruled by global profiteers
whose only goals were money and power.

At 10:44, Burble pushed back from the table
and stared at the two shaken men. “What’s wrong, gents? Cat got
your tongue?”

Wiley sighed. “You can prove all this?”

“For the right
price.”

Kingston checked his pocket recorder. Still
a few minutes left. He placed the recorder on the table and looked
at Burble. “What about Claire Minton?”

Burble’s eyes lit up. “Oh yeah, can’t forget
ol’ Claire.” He poured a shot and guzzled it down. “You got the
pictures I gave you?”

Kingston reached into his attaché case and
lifted out the blue folder. He opened it and placed it in front of
Burble.

Burble flipped to the last page and pointed
to the photo of Matthew Jordan. “Matt and I were real close with
Claire’s dad. We took it hard when Pete killed himself.” He stared
at the photo. “We offered to take Claire in, bein’ she was only
twelve, but her brother, Bobby, said he would care for her.”

Burble pushed the folder away. “Then Bobby
died from an overdose and the judge sent Claire to that home.”

Kingston interrupted. “Cadmore?”

Burble nodded. “Yup, but ol’ Matt had other
plans for Claire. No way was our friend’s daughter gonna rot in
that place while them perverts tried to defloriate her.”

Wiley leaned forward. “He adopted her?”

Burble nodded. “Matt paid off the headmaster
and covered the whole thing up.”

Wiley gave him a puzzled look. “Why cover
it?”

“Matt had big plans for
Claire. He couldn’t let anyone know about the adoption cause it
would ruin everythin’.”

“Ruin?”

Burble shrugged. “Because of Matt’s roots,
bein’ a red leg and all that. Can’t have a future presidential
candidate carryin’ that baggage. Make her look like one of them
radicals.”

Wiley’s eyes widened. “Jordan’s in the
militia?”

Burble smiled. “Matt’s the top militia dog
in Kansas. That’s why he’s so connected with the top dogs in the
other militias.” He shook his head. “You know, after this missile
thing, I think Matt’s gonna be top dog of all the militias.”

Wiley started to speak but Kingston cut him
off. “Tell Mr. Wiley how they covered it.”

Burble shrugged. “The headmaster switched
Claire’s photo and records with another Cadmore girl named Charlene
MacAfee. That way, the records showed Claire was still in the home.
Made it look like Matt’s family adopted Charlene.”

Wiley stared at him in disbelief. “But
someone must have noticed? Said something?”

Burble shook his head. “That’s not the way
Matt set it up. After he took out Claire, no one ever saw Charlene
cause the home never put her up for adoption.”

“What?”

“Matt bribed the
headmaster to keep Charlene at the home permanently.”

Wiley glanced at his notes. “But, there must
have been attempts to adopt Claire Minton? The headmaster would
have to present MacAfee in her place?”

Burble shrugged. “Not that complicated. The
headmaster always had an excuse to keep Charlene out of sight when
a family wanted to meet Claire, and that didn’t happen but once or
twice.” Burble looked at the bottle. “Poor little Charlene rotted
in that home until the good lord put her out of her misery
thirty-six years ago.”

Kingston sighed. “In the fire?”

Wiley looked at Kingston. “Fire?”

Kingston nodded. “Charlene MacAfee was one
of the four girls killed along with the headmaster.”

Burble took a swig of gin. “God rest their
souls.”

Wiley glared at Burble. “This is crazy. How
did they explain Minton not dying?”

Burble shrugged. “Cadmore burned to the
ground one week after Claire’s graduation from her four year
stay.”

“But she wasn’t
there?”

Burble smiled. “Matt bribed the headmaster
to fake Claire’s graduation photo. He made sure it appeared in the
Lawrence and Kansas City papers. Claire was eighteen by then. She’d
lived with Matt’s people four years.”

Wiley leaned toward him. “What do you mean,
his people?”

Burble shrugged. “Claire couldn’t stay with
Matt’s family. That would blow the whole thing.” He burped and
poured a shot of gin. “So ol’ Claire spent four years in a red leg
commune near Lake Warnock. When people asked about Charlene, Matt
told them she was in a private school in California.”

The room fell silent while the two men
stared at the drunk seated between them. Wiley glanced at his watch
while trying to digest Burble’s words, and it hit him. He clenched
his fist and asked Burble the hard question. “Was the fire
set?”

Burble slugged down his gin. “Matt never
meant for the other three girls to die. They were supposed to be on
a field trip that day, but the damn thing got cancelled at the last
minute.” He put down his glass and lowered his head. “Poor souls.
Poor damn souls—”

Wiley’s eyes flared with anger. “He killed
them?”

Burble sighed. “There’s an old saying you
might know. Sacrifice few to save many.”

“My God.”

“Yup, that wasn’t a proud
moment for the red legs, but it had to be done. Without Charlene,
the headmaster, and those records, there was no way to uncover
Matt’s little scheme.” Burble shrugged. “After all, here we are
thirty-six years later tryin’ to dig up the past.”

Wiley fought a surge of nausea. He poured a
shot of gin and gulped it down. He wanted to throttle the slime
seated beside him, but it wasn’t to be.

“Like my gin, eh? Go
ahead, drink all you want. I’m gonna buy a mountain of bottles with
all that money.”

Wiley took a deep breath and flipped through
his scribbled notes. The only sound was Burble tapping his fingers
against the bottle.

Wiley leaned back in his chair and folded
his arms. “Okay, we have Claire Minton living in a commune for four
years after being bailed out of an orphanage by one Matthew
Jordan.” He locked his brown eyes on Burble. “My problem is motive.
I can understand a friend trying to save his dead friend’s
daughter, but that’s no reason to cover it up and kill the
witnesses.”

Burble rubbed the back of his neck. “I told
you, Matt’s real smart. I think he saw Claire as our avengin’
angel. Through her, he could get even with the pigs that took away
our farms and jobs, and killed her family.”

Wiley gave him a puzzled look. “But they
didn’t kill anyone? Her family committed suicide?”

Burbled glared at him. “There’s lots of ways
to kill people. Them corporate pigs might as well have put a gun to
the family’s heads when they took away the Minton farm.”

Wiley looked down at his notes. “Sorry, I’m
having trouble believing that Claire Minton is a brainwashed
candidate for President of the United States.”

Burble’s eyes flickered. “Brainwashed? Hell,
you still don’t get it. You and your corporate pig bosses have hurt
lots of good people. People like Claire’s family. She doesn’t need
brainwashin’. You’ve given her plenty of reason to hate you. You
and your scum leaders sold us out for thirty pieces of silver.”

Kingston pointed a finger at Burble, but the
enraged red leg swiped it away. His black eyes locked on Wiley.
“Now listen close cause I’m not gonna repeat myself. Claire Minton
is our chosen one. She’s been trained for this from the time Matt
freed her from that home. You think she sat in some hippy commune
smokin’ joints for four years? Hell no, she got the best schoolin’
and military trainin’ possible. Matt brought in the best teachers
to make sure she came out of that commune ready to begin her long
road to the presidency.”

Wiley shook his head. “You expect me to
believe this genius friend of yours planned Claire Minton’s run for
the presidency when she was only fourteen?”

Kingston poured a stiff one and extended it
to Burble, but Burble pushed his hand away. He leaned toward Wiley,
his black eyes on fire. “She did two stints in the army and came
out a war hero. Between tours, she graduated from Kansas University
and attended the War College. She’s a warrior with a superior mind
who hasn’t forgotten her roots, and she’s on her way to the White
House to throw your scum suckin’ boss out the window.”

Wiley glared at him. “If you’re telling the
truth, she’s no different than the rest of us. Another puppet on a
string.”

Kingston raised his hand for calm, but it
was too late. Burble rose from his chair, his fists clenched. “Get
this straight, big shot. You and your liberal media scum and dirty
tricks guys can’t stop her. If you don’t get that by now, you’re
dumber than I thought. I’m your only hope, big shot, so get me the
rest of that money or the deal is off!”

Wiley kept his cool while absorbing Burble’s
tirade. The man standing in front of him was a raving alcoholic on
the verge of a breakdown, a brainwashed backwoods creature whose
limited mind had fallen prey to a bunch of cultists. He might be
telling the truth, but the whole thing was probably a
hallucination. He started to speak, but Kingston’s outburst stopped
him.

“That’s it, dammit!”
Kingston swept the folder off the table and jammed it in his
attaché case. He reached for the briefcase but Burble snatched it
away.

Burble looked at Kingston in shock. “What
are you doin’?”

“The deal’s off, scumbag.
You don’t talk to us that way. We’re all you’ve got!” Kingston
pointed at the briefcase. “Now hand it over or I’ll have my men
take it from you.”

Burble raised his hands for calm. “Hey, I
didn’t mean nothin’. Just a friendly exchange of views, right Mr.
Wiley?”

Wiley caught on. Time for a little game of
good cop, bad cop. He frowned and looked at Kingston. “Is anything
he said new?”

Kingston shook his head. “Some, but I
already had most of it.”

Wiley looked at Burble who was shaking in
his boots. “Sorry, Mr. Burble. I thought you had more. The
connection with the militia helps, but it isn’t worth what we’re
offering.”

Kingston lunged at Burble and ripped the
briefcase out of his hands. “Let’s get out of here, Jack. Sorry for
wasting our time.” He turned for the door and listened to Burble
spill his guts.

“No, wait! There’s more. A
lot more. Just give me a chance to find out the
details.”

Wiley started toward the door and hesitated.
“Details of what?”

Burble clutched his head and slumped against
the wall. “Matt’s desperate. He’ll do anythin’ to help her win.
She’s like a daughter to him.”

“That’s all you
have?”

“They’re gonna do
somethin’ big. I’ll know what it is by Monday. Just give me until
then and I’ll make it worth your while.”

“Why should we trust
you?”

Burble looked at Wiley with pleading eyes.
“I already told you enough to put me in a grave. You’re all I’ve
got! Why would I lie to you now? Please, Mr. Wiley. Just four more
days and you’ll have what you want.”

The next ten minutes were a blur. The two
stunned men resumed their seats and listened to Burble’s feeble
attempt to prove the words that had spewed out of his mouth. Burble
kept babbling about a July 4th meeting that was to take place on a
farm near Dubuque, Iowa. A clan meeting of sorts to be attended by
the heads of six militias, all of whom were involved in the Minton
plot.

It sounded like a bad movie script with
Burble promising to give names and dates after the meeting.
Probably nothing but a lunatic’s act of desperation to claim the
three million, but his claim was too serious to ignore.

Wiley waited until Burble collapsed in his
chair, his hand grasping the empty bottle. He leaned toward Burble
and spoke in a subdued voice. “Four days?”

“Monday, I’ll know
everythin’ by then.”

Wiley glanced at Kingston. “You know how to
reach Mr. Burble?”

Kingston nodded.

Wiley stood up. “Give Mr. Burble his
briefcase.”

“But Jack—”

“Give it to him.” Wiley
looked down at Burble. “You won’t let me down?”

Burble raised his right hand. “I swear, I’ll
have everythin’ by Monday.”

Wiley nodded to Kingston. He watched the FBI
director place the briefcase on the table. “Good day, Mr. Burble.
Talk to you then.”

They were joined at the elevator by the two
agents who escorted them to the waiting van. No words were spoken
as they climbed aboard. The rain had stopped, but a dank fog
blanketed downtown Grand Rapids.

The van was headed south toward the airstrip
when Kingston broke the silence. “Well?”

Wiley rested his head against the seat and
stared at the fog-shrouded trees. “If he’s telling the truth, we’re
in big trouble. Last thing we need is a confrontation with our
state militias.”

Kingston nodded. “We’ll watch him like a
hawk. If he heads for Iowa, we’ll track him there and set up the
raid.”

Wiley sighed. “I wonder how much Minton
knows.”

Kingston shrugged. “I’ve had three sessions
with Burble. He insists Minton doesn’t know about the dirty
stuff—that Jordan wants to keep her clear of all that.”

Wiley cracked a smile. “If we can nail a
bunch of subversive militia heads, and one of them is Claire
Minton’s adopted father, it won’t matter what she knows. We’ll
crush her on guilt by association.” He glanced at his watch. “I
better let the boss know.” He yanked out his cell phone and flipped
it open.

“Shouldn’t you wait for a
face-to-face?”

Wiley shook his head. “This thing’s too
hot.” He started to punch the President’s access code and paused.
“You did well, Zach. You’ll get what you want.”

Kingston nodded. “I just wish we’d nailed
the damn reporter. He hurt us plenty and it’s my fault.”

“Too late to worry about
him. If Burble’s telling the truth, we’ll smother Minton’s Iran
exposé with news about a domestic terror plot that rivals Oklahoma
City and Nine-Eleven. Then we’ll link her to Jordan and pick off
two birds with one stone.”

Kingston hesitated. “I wouldn’t mind seeing
this through, if that’s okay. Give me a chance to go out in
style.”

Wiley nodded. “You might have something,
Director Kingston. Let’s talk it over when we get back.” He punched
the security code and placed the phone against his ear.

 


____________

 


The President was in the midst of a shouting
match with Dalton Kramer, his secretary of state, when his cell
phone went off with an annoying ring. He knew it was important
because few people knew that secured number.

The President snatched the phone out of his
jacket pocket and raised his hand for silence. “Go ahead.”

“I have news.”

“Hang on.” The President
lowered the phone and forced an impatient smile. “You have some
good points, Dalton. I know it’s been rough, but I have an urgent
call. Can we pick this up later?”

Kramer heaved an angry sigh and rose from
his chair. “We need to get closure on this, Mr. President. My plane
leaves at four.”

“Of course. Tell Alice I
asked you to wait. We’ll pick this up in a few minutes.” He watched
his incensed secretary of state storm out of the oval
office.

The President placed the phone to his ear.
“Sorry about that. Had a little scuffle with Dalton.”

“Africa?”

“Yeah, he wants to give
away the farm. We just don’t have that kind of money these
days.”

Wiley hesitated.
“We met with our three million dollar
man.”

The President rested his elbows on the desk.
“Productive?”

“I guess you could say
that. You sitting down?”

“Go ahead,
Jack.”

“I struck the mother load
on Minton, but there’s something more important that came up. We’re
going to—”

“Yes?” The President
waited for a response but only got a high-pitched whine. He
squinted at the cell phone’s display. The graphic symbols were
gone, replaced by three words—out of service

He scrolled to Wiley’s security access code
and punched it, but the connection could not be re-established. He
tried again but four words kept flashing on the display—PHONE OUT
OF SERVICE

“Damn dead zones. What
good are you!” He glared at the phone and jammed it back in his
pocket. His chief of staff’s important news would have to
wait.

But the news would never come because Jack
Wiley was dead along with FBI Director, Zach Kingston, and the two
agents who were riding with them.

The rocket propelled grenades were fired
from the trees at opposing sides of the road as the van raced by.
The timing was perfect, triggered by a call from the Volkswagen
trailing the van at two hundred yards.

The VW skidded to a stop when the grenades
struck, its driver studying the inferno. The driver glanced at his
rear view mirror and saw a car approaching from the rear. No time
for analysis. He placed the walkie-talkie to his mouth and shouted,
“Finish it!”

Six seconds later, two more RPG’s struck the
burning van from opposite sides of the road, scattering flaming
debris into the fog-shrouded trees.

When news of the disaster reached the
President, he withdrew to his office, his eyes locked on the photo
taken after his election victory four years ago, a simple study of
two men, their arms wrapped around each other, their faces beaming
like children.

The President had lost his closest friend
and confidant. Without Jack Wiley, the President would stagger
through the next four months while his opponents pulled ahead.
Everything he had fought for would be lost to the jackals closing
on the White House.

The news became more devastating when FBI
officials confirmed that Wiley’s van was struck by at least three
RPG’s fired from close range.

But that news would not come out. Instead,
the area was secured and cleansed while carefully worded press
releases described the tragic accident that had occurred on a
lonely, fog-shrouded road outside Grand Rapids where Jack Wiley and
Zach Kingston had escaped for a brief fishing trip after returning
from a top security briefing at NORAD.

And while the President directed the
nation’s massive security infrastructure to pursue all leads in a
futile effort to hunt down the assassins, FBI lab experts probed
the debris for some clue to the brutal ambush, but all they found
was a melted lump of plastic that was once a digital recorder.

 


____________

 


Thirty minutes after they left, Clyde Burble
was awakened from his stupor by a jarring shake that snapped his
eyes open. He squinted at the blurred face peering down at him
until it sharpened. “Charlie?”

“How’s it going,
Clyde?”

“What are you doin’ here?”
Burble glanced at the door. “How did you get in?”

“Gotta watch that chair,
Clyde. Won’t work unless you push it under the knob real
tight.”

“But the door was
locked?”

“Come on, Clyde, gimme
some credit.” Mootley jammed the nine millimeter against Burble’s
forehead and pressed him down on the pillow. “Sorry about this,
Clyde. Can’t let you walk away after what you did.”

“No, Charlie! I can
explain! It’s not like—”

The first round blew off the back of
Burble’s head. The second and third were to each ear. The fourth
and fifth to each eye. The sixth through the mouth.

Mootley backed away from the pulp that was
once Clyde Burble’s head. He snatched the briefcase off the floor
and headed for the door. A quick glance at the room and he was
gone, muttering the nine words symbolized by the body lying on the
blood-soaked bed—

“Here no evil, see no
evil, speak no evil . . .”
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