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MUCH OF WHAT FOLLOWS was predicted as early as 2011 by similar events that had already happened in one form or another.
In the year 2019, Rick Morrow came to me with an extraordinary case. Straight away I was impressed by his sincerity and determination. His companion, Nikolette Allen, revealed herself to be a witty and courageous young woman with no small amount of empathy.
Rick’s astonishing story immediately captured my interest, and I quickly agreed to help him to the best of my ability. It was at this time that I also obtained permission to employ his journal as the principal source for the narrative that follows. Interspersed with several entries from the previous year, this remarkable account follows a three-week period in July.
Although they scarcely knew each other at the time, I was certain something about their chemistry promised ultimate success in solving this mystery.
They had no idea how difficult was the road ahead for them. However challenging, once the facts presented themselves, I soon recognized it was of the highest importance that we see this case to a successful conclusion. With the wellbeing of a nation at stake, the imperative was and continues to be nothing less than the triumph of justice.
Liam Channing
TWENTY-EIGHT MONTHS, TWO WEEKS, AND TWO DAYS since that night, not a day had gone by without Rick Morrow contemplating the mysterious deaths of his wife and nine-year-old daughter. Why they died and how they were killed remained unknown, a government secret, and something he would always refer to as The Tragedy.
He thought about it this morning, while sitting on that barstool, alone in a strange kitchen, somewhere just outside of Kansas City. Shirt off and still bleeding, he waited for someone named Joyce to return and dress the bullet wound in his left shoulder.
Instead, someone else casually entered the kitchen, walking past the shirtless visitor. She grabbed a mug and poured some coffee. Then she turned around to face the stranger. Trying not to notice his muscular frame, her eyes fell on his left shoulder, where a 2 x 2 square of gauze partially covered the large, bleeding wound. The disapproving look on Nikolette Allen’s face softened when she moved closer to examine his injury. As she leaned in, her chestnut brown hair dangled against his arm, momentarily hiding her penetrating, dark eyes. Shoulder length, it was clean and fragrant.
With silent amusement, Rick looked at the young woman inspecting his open wound. He glanced over at a series of pictures on the wall behind her. She resembled a little girl in one of the photographs, having the same dark hair, brown eyes, and facial features.
Just then, Joyce returned to the kitchen to find Nikolette lifting the red-tinged gauze while he quietly sipped coffee, shirtless. Neither had said a word.
“Good morning, Joyce,” Nikolette said without looking up.
“Good morning, Nik. Did you get any sleep?”
“Yes, thanks. By the way, who is this man, and why is he bleeding in our kitchen?”
Trying not to smile, Rick continued to sip coffee, all the while studying pictures on the wall.
“This is Rick,” said Joyce. “He was downtown with the others last night when they had to hide in a church because of that silly curfew. Apparently he and your brother got into a little trouble this morning.”
Nikolette frowned.
“Oh don’t worry,” Joyce continued. “Ronny came out without a scratch. Rick is … Where did you say you’re from?”
“I started out in California a couple of days ago. I’m on a bit of a quest.”
The odd remark prompted Nikolette to ask more. However, before she could speak he continued. “Ronny tells me you live in Washington … that you work on Capitol Hill.”
Distracted by the question, she sat down at the table. “Until this month, I worked for a congressional committee, but I’m about to take a new position at FEMA. So I’m off for most of July.”
“It must be interesting living in D.C.”
“It’s great. I love it.”
“Nikolette and Ronny grew up in the Midwest,” Joyce added. “Nikolette always wanted to follow in her father’s footsteps. We were all proud when she got her first job in Washington.”
“Anyway,” Nikolette continued, “Tell me what happened to you and Ronny. How did you get that terrible gash?”
“Well, I was …”
Suddenly Ronny entered the kitchen. “Hey Nik!”
“Ronny!” she said, getting up to embrace her brother.
Immediately, Rick stood up and quietly asked Joyce if she had a needle and thread. She found a sewing kit in one of the kitchen drawers and handed it to him.
Ronnie smiled. “I see you’ve met my new best friend. Rick’s been with us since early yesterday, before we got to K.C.”
Forcing a smile, Nikolette sat back down at the table with her brother.
Rick took the sewing kit and found a nearby bathroom, leaving Ronny to explain what had happened that morning. Closing the door behind him, he opened the sewing kit and threaded a needle. He found a bottle of alcohol, poured some of the astringent into a cup, and dropped the needle and thread into the liquid. After a while, he pulled the needle and thread out of the alcohol. Removing the bandage, he took a deep breath and painfully plunged the threaded needle into a flap of skin near the perforation.
After pulling seven loops around the gap at the tip of his left shoulder, Rick washed up, removing the excess blood. He rewrapped the wound, cleaned the bathroom of the mess, drew a clean shirt from his backpack, and headed back to the kitchen.
Joyce offered to wash his blood-stained shirt. Ronny, now tired, led him to where the others were napping downstairs.
Entering a dimly-lit room below, Ronny collapsed on a couch. Rick put down his backpack and settled into a comfortable chair. He hadn’t truly slept since beginning his journey, last Sunday.
“What day is it?” he wondered. The others were asleep. “Right. Independence Day.”
He closed his eyes. Air from a nearby electric fan caressed his face, replicating the gentle breeze he felt four days and 1500 miles ago, standing in the field in front of the ranch he would leave behind.
That was Sunday, June 30. It had been a pleasant day. The gentle, east wind whispered changes ahead.
Sunday, June 30
Standing in the field that afternoon, Rick had figured this would likely be the last time he would ever see the ranch. He was anxious to walk away from it all. The house upon it had become a nagging reminder of the family that once lived there. Over the months, sadness and outrage had given way to a stoic resolve: His single-minded objective was the discovery of what really happened the night his wife and daughter disappeared.
Near the house, a man emerged from the driver’s side of a gray, unmarked police car that had just pulled up. It was his friend, Sam Black.
Stepping out of the passenger side, another man – wearing a tan-colored suit with a bolo tie – looked around and spotted Rick. Waving, the other man took off his suit jacket and tossed it in the car.
Rick watched the two men talking and walking along the path toward him as though out for a leisurely stroll. He resigned himself to not recalling the other man’s name. An accountant, the man had been a friend of Rick’s father. He had helped settle the estate as well as anyone could have. At least Rick no longer owed the government money.
“We wanted to drop by to give you the release this afternoon instead of tomorrow,” Sam said as the two men approached.
The accountant handed him a document. “When your father passed away, we had no idea anything like this could have happened.”
Rick glanced at the papers he now held in his hand – legal documents finalizing the transfer of ownership. “Who came up with this law, anyway?”
The accountant tried to explain why the IRS imposed taxes upon Rick’s “paper” inheritance of the farm. He went over the final details of an auction earlier that week in which he had sold everything, including the ranch, to cover the enormous bill required by the federal government.
With sadness in his eyes, the accountant now turned to him. “Your father was a good friend. After what happened to your wife and daughter, the loss of your father’s estate only adds to the tragedy. I’m very sorry about that. Sam and I certainly agree with you. It’s not fair for you to have to forfeit the ranch on top of everything else. Tell me you came out of this with something that you can rebuild on.”
Up to now Sam had been standing with his hands in his pockets, looking down. He was now looking intently at Rick, curious about his response to the accountant.
“It doesn’t matter. I gave up my phone. They can have the furniture. The rest of the stuff I donated to the Goodwill.”
“Why?” the bewildered accountant asked.
“Well, I can’t live in Stockton anymore. I just need to walk away from all this.”
Sam nodded. “I get it. I’d probably feel the same way.”
“Anyway, this has all been a distraction. I’ve got work to do. I’ve got to find this guy, Liam Channing. From what I’ve learned, he may be the one person who can help me discover what really happened on that road that night.”
“I’m just sorry I couldn’t have helped you more,” Sam lamented. “I think we must have been on the phone with every authority in both states. In all my years in law enforcement, I’ve never had a case like this.”
The accountant handed Rick his card attached to a note. “I still don’t quite understand where you’re going.”
“He lives somewhere in the Ozarks,” Rick clarified.
“Well, anyway, there’s my number. Call me if you need anything.”
Rick picked up the black leather backpack containing all his possessions. “Thanks.”
“Need a ride? I can take you somewhere if you’d like.”
“Thanks, Sam, but I think I’ll walk. It’s a beautiful day. The bus stops about three miles up the road.”
He quickly shook hands with the accountant, whose cell phone was ringing. Then he gave Sam a man-hug and started off toward the narrow country road ahead.

In time, Rick had walked more than five miles before realizing the bus didn’t come on Sunday. He continued down the road to Sacramento, hitching a ride with a milk truck heading north. It was almost 9:00 p.m. when he finally got to the bus depot in Sacramento. He bought a ticket for the 3:30 a.m. bus to Salt Lake City.
During his long wait, a young mother led her two daughters to a row of seats in front of him. Amused, he watched the girls – aged seven and nine, he guessed – giggle as they played. The older girl reminded him of his own daughter.
He reached into his backpack and pulled out a small, leather-bound journal and entered his thoughts:
To lose a child is to lose a limb, a lung, a kidney, and a spleen. It is the sorrow from which a parent never recovers, but learns to endure for the remainder of life on earth.
He turned to a photo of his nine-year-old daughter, Erika, pictured with his wife, Samantha. It was pasted over an entry describing their final weekend alive.
Indelibly etched in his mind, his lucid recollection came to life once more as he read the journal pages that described Thursday, February 16, the year before last.
Theirs was a morning spent packing for a short visit to Samantha’s cousin in Fallon, Nevada. Rick had a job interview in town the next day and would have to stay home. However, the roads were clear. It had been an unusually mild week for a mid-February. They would travel safely, he remembered thinking.
Vivid were the memories of the last day he would ever see Samantha and Erika: The smell of cookies baking in the oven, the yellow warmth of sunlight spilling into the kitchen, the sound of music on the radio.
Samantha was always singing when the music played – Christian music over a station called K-LOVE. Rick made fun of it. She attended church. He made fun of that, too. Samantha was spiritual. He wasn’t, but he didn’t mind his daughter getting a dose of whatever his wife had. If it made her a pleasant and happy person, he thought, he could tolerate Erika attending church along with Samantha as long as she didn’t become some kind of religious fanatic.
That’s how he felt at the time. Now, he regretted having felt that way.
He regretted many things. Why didn’t he hug Samantha tighter that afternoon? Why didn’t he tell Samantha and Erika he loved them?
Always cheerful, their little girl had dawdled about all morning. Bounding out, she gave him a kiss on the cheek, and then twirled as though she was dancing with him. He laughed at her silliness as he watched them drive away that afternoon.
Smiling and waving, he shook his head as he walked back to the house. “Silly girls,” he had said to himself.
Still, he had remembered having an odd feeling as they drove off. It was reluctance … an uneasiness that could not be explained. Hours later, his wife would call to report they had arrived at her cousin’s home, stopping for an ice cream at their first opportunity in Nevada. Everything was fine; his uneasiness abated.
Two days later, right on schedule, Rick would answer a call from Samantha explaining they were still in Nevada but now on their way home, except…
If only she had not said that word.
“… except,” she continued, “I wasn’t paying attention, and we ended up driving south on US 95 instead of west on US 50. The GPS navigator says we can continue south through Hawthorne, and then turn west to California on state highway 359, driving home through Yosemite.”
Because it was getting late, he had urged Samantha to stop in Yosemite and stay overnight at the park lodge. Reluctantly, she had agreed. After all, Erika would be thrilled to spend the night in the lodge and wake up to a breakfast of pancakes and hot chocolate.
He recalled having a terrible dream that night. In it, a police officer came to him and said, “Your wife and daughter are dead. I’m sorry for your loss …”
Edgy the next morning, a Sunday, he would call Samantha’s cell phone. No answer. Must still be asleep, he remembers thinking. After failed attempts to reach her, a call to the Yosemite lodge would prove devastating: No one matching their descriptions had checked in.
Following a night of frantic calls to sheriff’s offices and police departments in every county between his California ranch and Hawthorne, Monday morning would arrive with no new information, only a dreadful sound: A knock on the door that made his blood run cold.

Monday, July 1
AT 3:25 A.M., RICK BOARDED the bus to Salt Lake City. Finding empty seats in the back he quickly fell asleep. He woke up in Reno, got out of the bus for coffee and a pecan roll, and returned to the same seat in the back. He slept until Wendover.
That evening, Rick’s bus arrived at the Salt Lake City station. It had now been more than a day since he left the ranch for good.
After a three-hour layover spent watching a baseball game on the monitor in the lobby, it was time to board the next bus.
Finding a seat in the same location as on the previous bus, he pulled out his journal and read his account of the morning he first heard the horrible news about his wife and daughter.
So fresh in my mind, he thought, it seemed like yesterday. He remembered the date: Monday, February 20 – not last year, but the year before. At about 8:50 that morning he heard that dreadful knock on the door. It was a sound that told him something terrible had, indeed, happened to his family. Nervously, he opened the door to a man in a dark suit, accompanied by an Army “bird” colonel. As they entered, a Nevada Highway Patrol sergeant hurried up the steps and followed the others into the living room.
Offering them seats, Rick had opted to stand. He knew he was about to be hit by bad news.
The man in the suit spoke first. “Mr. Morrow, I’m Mr. Walker. I’m with the National Clandestine Service. It’s an arm of the CIA charged with coordinating various intelligence operations of the federal government. I’m here to help the U.S. Army and the Nevada Highway Patrol sort out and publicly disseminate the relevant facts concerning the matter we’re about to discuss. This is Colonel Zane Evans, and Nevada Patrol Sergeant Jim Dannon.”
Patrol Sgt. Dannon got to the point, asking his identity and verifying he was the nearest relative. Dannon said he was used to bringing bad news to surviving spouses and family members. It had been his job for nearly twenty years.
“Sir, with heavy hearts we’ve come to inform you that your wife and daughter are dead.”
The shock of those words had left Rick lightheaded as though his body was in a free-fall. He could feel the bottom drop out of his insides. He sat down in the chair next to where he had been standing. Bewildered, he was speechless. Over the years, he had carefully constructed a fortress of self-control to wall out all emotions during crises such as this. His fortress was there to help him sort through facts in order to withstand the calamity. His emotional discipline had always served him well. Yet at this moment, he desperately wanted to cry out.
Maintaining his train of thought, he instead pursued the facts. The words that followed initiated a bizarre conversation between Rick and the three officials.
“How did it happen?” Rick, barely able to think, heard himself ask.
Sgt. Dannon held his hat in his hands. “Two nights ago they – your wife and daughter – were involved in a highway accident in Mineral County.”
“How?”
“The road they were on runs through the Hawthorne Army Munitions Plant,” Colonel Evans interjected. “There was an accident. They were killed instantly.”
“How?” he said a third time.
“Technically that road passes through U.S. Army property,” Evans continued.
At this point, Walker, the man in the suit, adjusted his tight collar. He stood up and began to pace. “The details of what happened are not important at this point, Mr. Morrow.”
“Well,” argued Colonel Evans, “I’m sure we can at least tell him …”
“The Director,” Walker interrupted with a firm voice, “has given us strict instructions, Colonel.”
Colonel Evans glared at Walker before returning to Rick. “I can assure you, nothing about this tragedy was your wife’s fault. It just happened. But, as Mr. Walker says, we really aren’t at liberty to give you all the details.”
“We’re still investigating,” the patrolman added.
Rick struggled to fight back tears, and then began concentrating on a more appropriate emotion for the occasion: Anger. Visibly irritated with the stonewalling, he took a deep breath, and through clenched teeth, pointedly began articulating his words as the tears streamed down his face: “I want to know … every single detail of this event … how it happened … why it happened … where it happened … and what will happen next.”
The three looked at each other, waiting for someone to answer. Finally, the Army officer opened his mouth to speak. Nothing came out.
Still pacing, Walker smoothed the collar of his suit jacket. “Look, Mr. Morrow, your wife and daughter were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. Unfortunately, what happened is classified.”
“Suffice it to say,” Colonel Evans added, “Mr. Walker and I are not at liberty to discuss it – even with Sgt. Dannon.”
Trying not to appear left out, the patrolman spoke up. “On rare occasions Nevada DHP investigations require on-site assistance from federal authorities.”
Rick regarded the trio with a mixture of disgust and distrust. “I need to make funeral arrangements. When do I do that? Can I at least see them?”
“You don’t understand,” the man in the suit continued. “The matter is Top Secret. The remains, their personal effects, the vehicle – everything – has been impounded by the federal government.”
“But the greatest care was taken in the handling of everything,” Colonel Evans added. “You don’t need to do anything.”
After a painfully long period of silence, Rick realized the three men would offer no real information. “So that’s it? Will I ever be allowed to know what happened?”
Casually, Walker began to pick at something on his tie. “The simple answer is no. The better answer is it really doesn’t matter. As I said, the incident is classified. Beyond what we say today, no court, no agency, no official can tell you anything else. So that’s about it, Mr. Morrow.”
Looking up from his tie, Walker forced a smile. “I’m sorry.”
Rick grimaced. “Classified on whose authority?”
“On the authority of the director of Mr. Walker’s agency,” the Patrolman offered before the others could answer.
“Who’s the director of his agency?”
“Mr. Cummins,” Colonel Evans blurted. “He’s …”
“He’s not anyone you need to worry about,” Walker interrupted, looking daggers at Colonel Evans.
Flabbergasted, Rick decided to play along and act cooperatively. “Thank you for stopping by.” He stood up before continuing. “If you are permitted to share anything more, please call me.”
“We’ll do that,” one of the men answered as they all stood up at Rick’s prompting. At this point, the three officials were visibly relieved. Leaving behind a terse goodbye, they scurried out the door and got into an official-looking car. Rick watched as the car turned onto the highway and drove off.
Walking into his silent house, he realized how alone he now was. The reality of the situation began to fill his mind like flood waters pouring through a broken dam. His fortress of self-control now caved in on him. Longing to be with the family he no longer had, he sat down on the floor. He was too numb to cry out. Awake for nearly two days, he was soon overcome with fatigue and emotional exhaustion. Lying on the floor of his living room, he felt light headed. The room was spinning around him. It felt as though he was falling backwards – the physical manifestation of an emotional reality.
That weekend in February had plunged Rick into the deepest and darkest chasm of sorrow and depression he would ever know.

Tuesday, July 2
RICK’S GREYHOUND BUS WOUND ITS WAY through Denver’s downtown streets, pulling into the station as the morning’s first light began to fill the city.
As he did every morning, he thought about the last day he saw them – twenty-eight months and two weeks ago. When the bus door opened, he stepped off and joined a small crowd that had gathered in the terminal where other buses had unloaded.
Suddenly a voice cracked over the terminal’s public address system. “Folks, our apologies, the federal government has shut us down for the time being. All they’re telling us is there’s a terrorist threat on commercial buses. As of 0800 Eastern Time, they are temporarily grounding all of our operations. We have no explanation. We can offer you a credit for when they let us roll again. Other than that, we have arranged for a shuttle to the Amtrak station. We have taxi vouchers for those needing a ride to the airport. The line starts here.”

Typical of July, the day was already hot in D.C. On this particular morning, traffic was backed up in Virginia due to an obstruction on the Memorial Bridge. The stopped cars created a parking lot on Interstate 395 North as far as Glebe Road. Overhead, a traffic helicopter surveyed the mess. Inside, the traffic reporter assessed the tie-up. From cars with windows down, his account could be heard simultaneously over dozens of radios tuned to his station.
“Police say protesters in a white pickup truck pushed a refrigerator onto the Memorial Bridge just before daybreak. In the meantime, traffic crews have been delayed in their efforts to remove the major appliance. If you’re in your cars, might as well sit back, and turn your engines off: This may take awhile.”
On her way out of the city, crossing the 14th Street Bridge, Nikolette moved along at normal speed, heading for National Airport. Not yet 8:00 a.m., the endless lines of cars in the opposite lanes ahead trailed well beyond the Pentagon. Nearing the right turn, Nikolette’s cell phone rang. It was her brother, Ronny, calling to make fun of the mess: The Washington tie-up had now become national news.
“You’ve already heard about it?”
“I got up early. It’s on CNN,” Ronny said. “Last week a microwave oven, this week, what, a drier?”
“Um, they say it was an old refrigerator,” Nikolette asserted.
“Man, those things are heavy. I’ll bet the guy needed help rolling it off the truck. I only wish I’d been there to help him.”
“You really think this is somehow good for the country?”
“It’s a lot more constructive than what they did to the America Flag … See? You’re silent about that. Even you have to admit, Nik, when the government replaced the American flag with whatever that thing is that now hangs in its place – that was pure horse …”
The loud thunder of a jet taking off overhead muted the rest of Ronny’s tirade.
“Okay,” she conceded. “I will admit that was a serious mistake on the part of the president. You’re still coming to Joyce’s, right?”
“Yeah, I’m bringing Tony and Korngold. They’re in the same boat as me. We’re going to try to get over to the new federal site in Westport tomorrow. The ad said they have plenty of work waiting for guys with our skills.”
“That’s excellent, Ronny!”
“You on the road today, Nik?”
“My flight leaves in 90 minutes. I’ll be in Chicago for the Third Annual Bi-partisan Summit. I get into Kansas City tomorrow night … Hey, I gotta go. Joe’s calling me on the other line. Ronny, be careful, okay? Call me when you get to K.C.”
“Will do, Nik … Bye.”

On his way out of the Denver bus terminal, Rick stopped to watch a television monitor. On the screen was news coverage of a live, outdoor presidential press conference. A reporter was asking the president a question:
“… is federal effort to quell the new threats of civil unrest focusing only on Indianapolis and St. Paul?”
The president had an irritated look.
“Homeland Security Director Douglas has been in contact with Mayor Berkley of Kansas City. We’re also in contact with the mayor of Cleveland.”
The next reporter asked the president about pending legislation to convey local policing powers to federal troops:
“Madam President, do you support Senator Anselm’s measure to repeal Posse Comitatus?”
At this point, the president smiled as if she had suddenly thought of a way out of a trap.
“Well, of course, what you’re referring to is proposed legislation that would permit federal troops to patrol local streets. But I want to clearly state this is one of several possible solutions we’re looking at. Another is the Stimulus V package that I’ve urged House and Senate Conferees to approve without changes to the Senate version. I think the people will agree we need to get the economy on track with …” The fast-talking president had managed to change the subject.
“Posse Comitatus,” Rick recited to himself as he walked to the door leading to a side street. “What is Posse Comitatus?”
Stepping outside, Rick blinked as the morning’s first light began to warm his face. He looked up and down the street, pondering how he was going to continue eastward with the buses shut down. Resigned to waiting, he turned to go back into the station. He stopped to allow a man to exit. Turning around, he watched as the man walked toward an 18-wheeler parked across the street. Following him, Rick stopped the man as he climbed into the cab. At his beckoning, the driver offered to take Rick as far as Limon, Colorado, where the driver was bound with a heavy shipment.
“Got a load of cattle feed back there,” the driver warned. “The smell’ll get better once we’re upwind.”
Rick quickly got in. “That’s fine. I just appreciate the lift.”
The truck drove out of the city with the radio on. A news report about the Washington traffic tie-up that morning made the driver laugh. “How do ya like that? A fridge on the bridge stops all those windbags in Washington. Serves ‘em right!”

In Limon, Rick was unable to find any transportation to take him east. Walking along U.S. 40, he passed a sign marking the town limits. The sun was now directly overhead, making it dry and hot. Realizing he needed to get out of the sun, he turned to thumb a ride.
After a few minutes, a minivan stopped. Inside, a woman moved to the back. The driver pushed the front passenger door open. Rick got in, joining a young family of five. While driving, the father kept looking over at his impromptu passenger. Unshaven and disheveled, Rick looked not unlike one of several convicts who had escaped a nearby prison earlier that week. He looked back at the rest of the family. The woman and three small children sat silently, wide eyes fixed on the scary-looking traveler.
Trying to be friendly, Rick mustered a tired smile. “Really appreciate the lift.”
“Where are you headed?” the father asked.
“Missouri, eventually. I’m meeting someone in the Ozarks.”
“You been on the road … long?” the father twitched.
“I took a bus as far as Denver. This morning they temporarily suspended service, so I was stranded.”
The father looked over. “Where’d you say you’re from?”
“I started out in Stockton, California. Sunday afternoon.”
“Is that where you live?” said the father, now looking at the road ahead.
“Actually, no … I used to live there.”
The father’s hands began to tremble. “Where do you live now?”
“Well, I guess I … I guess I’m homeless right now.”
Silently, the father stared at the road ahead for a moment, and then caught the eye of his reluctant wife in the rearview mirror.
Finally, he turned back to Rick. His voice shook as he spoke: “Look, this was probably a bad idea. You probably shouldn’t go any further with us. There’s been a lot of trouble on the highways, and I think we’re all a little nervous here. You understand.”
Rick offered a consolation smile as the van began to slow. “Yeah, I see what you mean. I’d probably be a little nervous, too.”
When the van pulled off the road, Rick collected his backpack. “Anyway, thanks for getting me this far at least.”
He nodded to the relieved family as he opened the door and stepped out. The van sped off leaving him in the middle of nowhere. Slowly, he continued his eastward walk along the side of the highway. At one point, there seemed to be no cars on the road. Everywhere the land was barren and flat. In the distance, he could see tiny shapes glinting through the wavering vapors arising from the long, endless stretch ahead.
Walking all afternoon in the hot sun, Rick found no success in thumbing a ride. His long hike had taken him through vast stretches of wilderness – barren plains cut with fingers of dried out tributaries and dust. A paltry number of remote towns greeted his hot and solitary trudge along the desolate road that afternoon – small oases, with names like Hugo, Clifford, Wild Horse, and Sorrento.
As the day waned, the oppressive sun mercifully surrendered to a passing rain shower before returning lower in the west. But his clothes dried quickly.
By evening, a slow-moving train came up from behind him along tracks that shadowed the north side of US 40. He counted its cars as he walked – mostly coal hoppers with a few chemical tanks, and an occasional flat car. Soon, several boxcars rolled by and the train slowed to a stop.
He crossed the highway. Jumping over a guardrail, he hastened toward the line of boxcars. All were shut and locked, save one. With his backpack slung around one shoulder, he crouched in the weeds like a cheetah, stalking the one boxcar with its doors open.
After a while, the train began to lunge forward again, continuing its eastward journey.
“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” he said to himself as he began to run. Catching up with the open boxcar, he dove in.
Inside, the car was empty. It smelled of rubber. The floor was dry and dusty. Bits of Styrofoam were all about. He settled into a dark corner, safe from view, reminding himself that murderers, con men, and two-bit criminals were known to travel this way – jailed if they were caught, a danger to anyone else foolish enough to do what he could hardly believe he was doing that evening.
As his empty train car rumbled down the rural track, Rick watched the fields go by from the open door of the boxcar. Heading into the darkness he knew he was at least moving in the right direction. The declining sun behind had begun to paint burgundy shadows upon the barren landscape of Eastern Colorado. The faint smoke of a distant prairie fire mingled with the warm breeze blowing through the doorway.
Marveling at his new-found freedom, Rick reached for the familiar, leather-bound journal tucked away in his backpack and added the day’s entry to his chronicle:
Tuesday, July 2 — Twenty-eight months and two weeks removed from The Tragedy … Life’s upheaval is often announced with a torrential rain of tears. It is a dark cloud designed to cleanse the mind of regret and allow us to plant seeds of optimism with water enough to grow a silver lining.
He kept writing until the light was gone.

Wednesday, July 3
A FORWARD JOLT FROM THE TRAIN summoned Rick from a deep sleep. The faint twilight before sunrise was visible through the open door of his boxcar. The floor was wet from an overnight storm. He had slept through it all. The train had stopped.
Hearing voices down the track, he grabbed his backpack, and crawled to the doorway. He slipped out and rolled into a brushy patch near the track, undetected by men carrying flashlights walking back to inspect the cars.
After a while, the train moved out, freeing Rick to stand up. In the distance, a small city had come to life with the rising sun. It was warm but not yet hot. The smell of tar filled the air. Walking across a bridge, he headed toward an old part of the town with aging buildings against rough streets lined with worn out sidewalks.
Famished, Rick spotted a café nestled between another farm supply shop and an old hardware store. Since leaving Stockton, he had eaten nothing. He fumbled through change in one pocket then found folded papers in another. Pulling them out, he discovered the note the accountant had handed him with his telephone number. Folded with it was a crisp, new one hundred-dollar bill. A small Post-It note read, “I seem to remember owing your father a hundred bucks from a Super Bowl bet we made about ten years ago.”
Rick smiled and entered the café, selecting a booth in the corner. A middle-aged waitress with a nametag that read “Rose” handed him a menu. She was holding a round glass pot of coffee, which he eagerly accepted. She poured it into an old white porcelain mug in front of him.
Rick was too embarrassed to ask where he was. Instead, he quickly glanced at the menu and decisively asked for a breakfast of eggs, bacon, hash browns, wheat toast and a side of sausage.
He found a newspaper, the Kansas City Star, on a vacant table at the booth next to his. On the front page, above the fold, an article described how street skirmishes in downtown Kansas City had begun to wear on convention-goers, forcing them to stay indoors after dark.
Glancing through the window as he finished his breakfast, Rick saw a pickup truck coast to a stop across the street. The driver got out, kicked the fender and opened the hood. Soon, two other men emerged from the truck and joined the first man staring at the engine, clueless.
Rick got up, paid the check, and headed across the street.
“I don’t get it,” one of the men said, the others still staring under the hood with him. “It was running fine until we gassed up. I don’t get it.”
He looked up to find an additional head staring with them under the hood.
It was Rick. “Looks like maybe a vapor lock.” He loosened, and then tightened a part on the engine. “Try it now.”
The driver got back into the truck and turned the key. The pickup started with no trouble.
“By the way, can you guys tell me what city this is? I’m passing through and didn’t pay attention.”
One of the men scratched the back of his head. “You’re on foot?”
Rick nodded.
“This is Topeka,” the driver said as got out of the truck. “Thanks for whatever you just did.”
“It’s okay. I’m just glad it started.”
“I’m Ronny,” the man said, extending a hand. “Ronny Allen. This is Tony Donatelli… and David … we call him Korngold.”
“Rick Morrow. Glad to meet you guys.”
“Where are you headed?”
“Eventually, the Ozarks.”
“Look, we’re on our way to K.C. You’re obviously headed east. Do you need a ride? We’d be glad to give you a lift.”
Elated, Rick picked up his backpack and got in with the others. Sitting in the back next to Tony, he buckled up, and the four drove off.
Driving east, but avoiding the Kansas Turnpike, Ronny found Rick in the rearview mirror.
“So, where are you from, Rick?”
“I came from Stockton – California. I’m trying to get to a town near Springfield. Someone I hope to meet lives there, but with the buses temporarily grounded I got stuck in Denver. So I’m on foot for now.”
“You married?” asked Korngold.
“Yes, well they, ah, I’m a widower. So what about you guys?”
“I’m single,” Ronny explained. “Korngold and Tony are both married with kids.”
“What do you do for a living?” Tony asked.
“Well I used to fly. I was a co-pilot, flying corporate executives around, but I got laid off when the fourth dip hit. When my father passed away, I inherited the family ranch. But I’m no rancher, so here I am.”
“We’re all jobless, too.”
“You guys live in Topeka?”
“Yep,” Ronny said. “But there’s nothin’ here. That’s why we’re on the road today. We found out about work at a new federal construction site in Kansas City. Westport, actually.”

Rolling into a crowded downtown restaurant near Kansas City’s convention center, Rick and his three companions from Topeka settled into a booth next to a table where three other men were deep in an expletive-laced conversation. The voices in the next booth were getting louder by the minute.
One of the men slammed a fist on the table. Silence filled the restaurant as others turned to see the commotion.
Rick looked over at the men in the next table and asked what the problem was.
“You and your friends look like you’re in town for the same reason we’re here,” one of them answered. “I’ll bet you’ve come to find work at the new federal construction site in Westport, right?”
“Yeah, what’s the problem?” Rick asked.
“The problem is the feds gave away all our jobs.”
Immediately, Rick and his three companions got up, walked over to the table with the livid men, and pulled up chairs to hear more.
“We just got back from the site,” the man continued. “We drove across the state last night to get here. We read the ad promisin’ work at the construction site. Some of us – just about everybody in this room – drove all night. Am I right?” the man shouted. Men seated at tables all around them answered in the affirmative.
“When we got there this mornin’, they was already a big crowd of men like us. They was all turned away. When we got to the gate, the man said they needed the right kind of workers to keep them under budget.”
“What is the right kind of worker?” Tony wondered aloud.
“Green carders and illegals!” someone in the next table over answered. “But they won’t admit that!”
“They was lettin’ truckloads in. The man at the gate said his orders are to hire green carders. But he said illegals will do. I heard him say that. He said he wasn’t gonna check no papers. They’re payin’ ‘em $40 a day, no questions asked. By the time we left, the crowd was gettin’ bigger and a lot louder. Then the police come and orders us all away.”
“They’re about to have a riot on their hands!” came a shout from across the room.
“Before the police got there, several of the guys in the crowd were handin’ out fliers tellin’ about an organized demonstration a block away from the site this afternoon. A bunch of us is goin’ back there to join the protest. We need all the numbers we can get. Sure could use you guys.”

That evening, Rick and his three companions from Topeka walked away from the scene of the protests, heading north. In contempt of the new U.S. flag, Tony was carrying the original American flag. As they headed toward the truck, parked on the corner of 35th and Jefferson, night began to fall. The noise of an agitated mob could be heard behind them. Crossing a street, they looked over toward Broadway and were stunned by what they saw: A U.S. Army tank accompanied by several troop-carrying vehicles was rumbling south toward the melee.
They heard a shout from behind them. Two men were running away from Westport. Catching up with Rick and the others, one of the men urged the group to get as far away from Westport as they could: He and his friend were being chased by three soldiers.
Suddenly, the sound of shots could be heard. The six men all began to run, unsure if they had heard shots or fireworks a day ahead of the fourth of July. Looking back, they could see others fleeing the scene of the protests.
In the darkness, dogs barked in the urban neighborhood as the six ran between houses, knocking over trash cans. They saw flashlights ahead and ducked behind a row of bushes where they hid themselves out of sight. Just then, two soldiers walked by. From the other direction, the three soldiers who were giving chase walked up and began speaking to the other two in a foreign language. Rick and Ronny looked at each other, perplexed by what they heard. Through the bushes, they could see camouflage uniforms, each bearing a small arm patch replica of the new official U.S. flag. In time, the five soldiers split up and headed in opposite directions.
When the soldiers were well away Rick spotted something down the street. Straining to look, he studied the words on the building.
“Well, I’ll be a …” Rick whispered.
“You see something?” Ronny asked in a soft voice.
“That church across the street … I know the man who runs it.”
His three companions were willing to follow him, but the other two men elected to stay put.
“No thanks,” one of them whispered to Rick. “We’ll take our chances here until they’re well out of the neighborhood.”
“Why were they chasing you?” Ronny asked.
“We were at the protest in Westport too long,” the man answered. “We forgot about the curfew. When the soldiers spotted us we were as good as dead. They have the authority to shoot anyone who violates the curfew.
Ronny and Rick exchanged puzzled looks. Finally, Rick asked “What curfew? When did this happen?”
“You guys must be from out of town. It’s been all over the news for the past two days. The new anti-terrorist department brought the soldiers in and set up the curfew to keep trouble off the streets. They’re not Americans. They’re foreign soldiers-of-fortune hired to do the government’s dirty-work.”
“You sure you don’t want to come with us?” Tony asked.
“I told you. We’re staying put.”
“Suit yourselves,” Korngold said.
Looking over the bushes, Rick carefully stood up then looked at the others. “Let’s do it.”
Cautiously the four crossed a street, moved behind a group of cars, and then followed Rick as he darted into a small church marked African Methodist Episcopal, thankful the door was unlocked.
Inside, Rick greeted an elderly clergyman whose dark skin contrasted a silver mustache and short, silver-tinged hair. They embraced like old friends.
“Rick Morrow! What on earth are you doing in K.C.?”
“It’s a long story, Sidney. I was headed to the Ozarks when I met my friends who gave me a ride.”
“Still on the trail I hope?”
“I’m going to solve this. You know I have to.”
“Good. Don’t ever give up. How’s life in the new world?”
“I haven’t been the same since.”
“Better, I hope.”
“More than you can imagine.”
“So what’s going on out there, gentlemen?”
Only then did Rick remember to introduce Rev. Sidney Perkins to his friends, who in the light could see Perkins’ ready smile. Rick would later explain to the others how they met in Hawaii, of all places. Sidney Perkins was the smartest man he had ever met, Rick always said.
“Glad to meet you gentlemen,” Sidney said. “So what brings four white fellas to an AME church on a Wednesday night? If you’ve come for the Wednesday potluck supper, you’re a little late!”
“Are you kidding?” Korngold said. “We’re just trying to keep from getting shot!”
“Oh, that’s right. I forgot about that foolish curfew they came up with. You all look pretty rattled. What happened out there?”
“We were walking up,” Tony explained, “from Westport. Suddenly we heard gunshots from behind us. Two guys ran up and told us they were running away from soldiers.”
“We hid in some bushes a couple of blocks over,” Korngold added. “Soldiers came and went. They were talking in another language. Rick spotted your church. When the coast was clear, we high-tailed it here.”
“What happened to the other guys?” Sidney asked.
“They refused to come with us. Said they wanted to stay put.”
Sidney knitted his brow. “You were very wise to come here. I was just about to lock up. It’s a blessing you got here when you did. You may need to stay here all night.”
He then asked for Korngold’s help hanging a cross that had fallen from one of the walls. Unaccustomed to crosses and churches, Korngold nevertheless assisted the pastor.
While Korngold and the pastor discussed the teachings of someone Korngold called a “first century rabbi,” Rick began to keep watch near a window.
Suddenly they could hear shouts from across the street. Rick motioned the others to join him at the window. Sidney turned off the light. The five men inside the old church watched in horror when they saw several soldiers pointing rifles in the direction of the two men still hiding in the bushes. When the men stood up to surrender, one of the soldiers barked orders in a foreign language. As if on cue, the other soldiers fired their rifles, instantly killing the two men standing in the bushes.
Inside, Rick and his friends, now wide-eyed, ducked down from the window. The old reverend, however, opened one of the main doors and boldly marched out onto the street. Eyes flashing, veins were popping in his forehead as he approached the commotion.
Astonished, Rick and the others watched through the window as Sidney pushed through the crowd of soldiers that had gathered around the slain pair.
Kneeling, he glared at the guilty men standing over him before offering a quiet prayer over the pair. Now silent, the soldiers were dumbfounded as the pastor rose to ask the leader what happened. In broken English, the man could be heard saying “we are playing by rules of engagement.”
“This is not a game!” Sidney shouted. “These men had lives! They have families!” He pushed his way through the crowd and stormed back to the church, slamming the door behind him. Inside, he walked through another door and headed to his office to make a call.
Rick and his three friends – still crouched, frozen below the window – began to stir. None of the four had spoken or even moved.
“This is really happening!” Tony said.
Rick slowly got to his feet and walked in the direction of the pastor’s voice.
In his office, Sidney was on the phone. Rick took a seat when the pastor motioned him in.
While he waited, Rick opened a dictionary sitting on the pastor’s desk and looked up the strange words he had heard on the news the previous morning in Denver:
Posse Comitatus Act [pos-ee kom-i-tah-tuhs akt]: An 1878 law constraining direct participation of U.S. armed forces in arrests, searches and seizures, and other police-type activity on U.S. soil.
The telephone conversation ended and Sidney stood up. “Where are the others?”
“Still in the sanctuary.”
“Good. Stay here tonight. Wait for the curfew to end. I have to get home, but I’ll leave it up to you to get them out safely.”
“How is it you can defy the curfew? Those men were terrified of you, Sidney.”
Sidney laughed. “They know God’s authority when they see it. They better be afraid. When the Lord has me walkin’, the Spirit does the talkin’!”

Thursday, July 4
AFTER A LONG, RESTLESS NIGHT trying to sleep on old church pews, the three men from Topeka began to stir when Rick brought a steaming pot of coffee and some paper cups into the sanctuary. Before leaving, Sidney had pointed Rick in the direction of a small kitchen in the back.
Sipping coffee, the four prepared to make their way back to the truck.
As dawn began to fill the silent street outside, Ronny opened one of the big doors of the old church and spotted his truck, parked adjacent to the street on which the two men had been gunned down in the night.
Tony and Korngold were the first to head toward the truck.
“I’ll catch up with you,” Ronny said as his friends started across the street.
He turned back to Rick who was still inside shuffling through his backpack. “You’re coming with us, I hope. My aunt lives in Raytown. We’re meeting my sister, Nikolette there. It’s a big house with a lot of room. We can crash there until we figure out what to do next.”
Rick grabbed his backpack. “Well, it is on my way. Thanks.” Stopping at the door, he began fiddling with the lock. “I’ll meet you at the truck. I promised Sidney I’d lock up.”
Feeling for the lock on the inside of the large door, he watched as Ronny crossed the empty street, and then turned right, down the sidewalk toward his truck where the others were just getting in.
Pulling the large door shut, Rick heard the clanking of metal behind him. When he turned to look across the street, what Rick saw next sent a lightning bolt of adrenalin through him: One of the foreign soldiers was moving quickly down the sidewalk, stalking Ronny.
Like a picture frozen in an instant, Rick saw the soldier aiming his raised rifle about 50 feet behind Ronny who had just reached the corner. Barely visible across the street in front of Ronny, the frantic movements of Korngold and Tony could be seen as they watched in horror from inside the pickup truck.
In the same instant, Rick’s adrenalin rush propelled him across the street on a collision course with the soldier. Like a football safety blitzing a quarterback from the blind side, Rick crashed into the soldier, knocking the rifle out of his hands just as he was about to squeeze the trigger.
On the ground, the soldier spun around and threw his hands into Rick’s face. With a left arm side block, he knocked the soldier’s hands out of the way then plowed his right fist into the soldier’s throat, immediately disabling his opponent. As quickly as he had immobilized the soldier, Rick grabbed the rifle, stood up and removed its long clip with his left hand. He turned the rifle over trying to figure out how to eject the round that was still in the chamber.
Suddenly, Rick felt a sharp pain burn into his left shoulder, accompanied by the sound of a rifle shot from somewhere to his left. Still holding the AK47 with his right hand, Rick staggered a step, and then faced the direction of the rifle shot.
Twenty yards up the sidewalk Rick could see the glint of a metal barrel. A second soldier had arrived and was now taking aim at him for the kill. Still energized by his own adrenalin, Rick slipped his right index finger against the trigger of the rifle he was holding. Without hesitation and without taking aim, Rick squeezed. The sudden blast from the chambered round produced a hard recoil that nearly caused Rick to lose his grip. Immediately, the second soldier collapsed into a motionless heap on the sidewalk.
Stunned by the shot to his shoulder, Rick turned his attention back to the first soldier lying face down on the sidewalk. The man was still coughing uncontrollably from Rick’s disabling blow.
Realizing the sound of his rifle shot would likely draw more soldiers to the scene, Rick tossed the AK47 into a bush, picked up the clip, and bolted down the street in the direction of Ronny’s pickup truck, which was now speeding toward him.
When the truck arrived, he dove into the bed of the pickup. Lying flat, Rick felt the truck begin a left U-turn. Inside, Ronny pounded his foot against the metal, sending the wheels screeching. The truck sped northward on Broadway.
Sitting up, Rick looked into the rear window at the terrified faces of Korngold and Tony who had turned to look back. Their eyes were fixed on Rick’s left arm, now thoroughly drenched with blood flowing from the wound. Sliding his right hand all the way up his arm, his probing fingers located the source. The rifle shot from the second soldier had grazed the fleshy part of his left shoulder.
Blocks later, Ronny stopped to pull over, allowing Rick to hop out of the truck bed, open the door and get in with the others.
With an ashen face, Ronny glanced back at Rick. “Are you okay?”
“I’m okay,” Rick said, slightly laughing from the adrenalin rush combined with overwhelming feelings of relief and pain in his left shoulder. “That was a close shave.”
The pickup truck continued on. Staring at his open wound, the three men from Topeka marveled at Rick’s quick thinking.
“Thanks, man … Thanks,” Ronny said with emotion, staring at the road ahead.

Standing in front of her own reflection Nikolette Allen thought about her future. Working on Capitol Hill, she seldom traveled and rarely had time to date.
“There’s a man out there … somewhere,” she told herself. “He’s a pirate, thirtyish … objectively attractive …”
The young woman in the mirror was dressed in khakis and a t-shirt with the words “Pirates Arrr Epic.”
In town to visit her Aunt Joyce for the Fourth of July holiday, she had been up late, wondering about her brother and his two friends. Why didn't they call? Were they okay?
Just then she heard Joyce open the door. The sound of men stomping around and of male voices in the house reassured Nikolette her brother had finally arrived, safely.
Ronny was giddy as the four entered. “Joyce, this is Rick. He got blood all over my truck. The others you already know.”
“Good heavens!” Joyce said, looking at Rick and his shoulder. “You’d better come in and let me dress that.”
Walking through a large den into an open kitchen, Rick scanned the room, noticing younger pictures of Ronny and a girl who looked somewhat like him.
Joyce found several packages of gauze and brought them to Rick. She waited as he removed his shirt before pressing some of the gauze against the wound on his shoulder, and asked him to hold it in place.
“Go ahead, sit down.” she said, pulling up a barstool. “I used to be an ER nurse.”
She poured peroxide on another clump of gauze she had unwrapped. Cleaning the field with the peroxide-soaked gauze, she had difficulty finding the wound amidst all the blood, some of which had congealed. Finally, she discovered the source of the blood flow.
“What could have made such a mess?”
“We got into a scrape with some foreigners downtown,” Ronny volunteered.
“Oh, dear!” Joyce exclaimed.
“What is that?” Ronny asked, noticing Rick was holding something in his right hand.
Opening his hand, he revealed the rifle clip he had taken from the first soldier. “It’s a long story. Here, Ronny, you take it. Call it a souvenir.”
Ronny took the bloodied clip and stared at it in amazement.
“Your sister is here,” Joyce said. “She may be still asleep. Nikolette stayed up nearly all night worrying about you.”
“Oops,” Ronny grinned. “But I have an excuse. My phone battery died. We were stranded in a church.”
Joyce managed to stop the blood flow. She studied the tear in his left shoulder. “This almost looks like a perforation. It’s pretty deep. I can wrap it, but I’d say you’re going to need eight or nine stitches eventually.”
She was struck by how tired the three men from Topeka had become. “Why don’t you three take your bags downstairs and settle in? I need to put some blankets down there. I’ll show you where to go. Rick, I’m going to have you just sit tight for a minute. That shoulder still needs to be wrapped.”
Leaving Rick sitting on the stool in the kitchen, Joyce led the others downstairs to a finished basement neatly furnished with several couches. Unlike the others, Ronny was too keyed up to sleep.
Upstairs, Nikolette entered the kitchen expecting to find her younger brother. Instead, she found a strange man without a shirt, sitting alone with his back to the doorway.
She knew Ronny’s friends, and this was not one of them.
Embarrassed, she casually walked past the shirtless man and poured coffee into a mug. Finally, she turned around to get a better look at the stranger.
A man of about 30, he had green eyes, a deep tan, and shaggy, brown hair. He was dirty but nice looking.
Nikolette briefly made eye contact with the stranger, but was quickly distracted by the large wound on his left shoulder. Electing not to speak until the coffee had taken affect, she drew near, feigning an interest in the injury.
Just then, Joyce entered the room. She introduced Nikolette to Rick, explaining that he had been with her brother Ronny and his friends all night.
Protective of her younger brother, Nikolette could scarcely hide her disapproval when Joyce added that Rick and her brother had somehow gotten into trouble earlier that morning.
Just as she was about to learn the nature of the trouble in which her brother had become entangled with the stranger, Ronny entered the room.
“Hey Nik!”
“Ronny!” she said with a hug. “What happened last night? I tried to call you again.”
Standing up, Rick whispered something to Joyce.
“I see you’ve met my new best friend. Rick’s been with us since early yesterday.”
Sitting down at the table with her brother, Nikolette watched with curiosity as Joyce opened a drawer and handed Rick a sewing kit.
“I take it Rick told you about the soldiers.”
“What soldiers?”
“Well, you won’t believe what happened this morning and what we saw last night …” Ronny continued.
Nikolette was not listening. Instead, her eyes followed Rick as he took the sewing kit, grabbed his backpack, and walked out of the kitchen. A puzzled look stole across her face as she watched him disappear into the bathroom and close the door.
Joyce sat down at the table, listening as Ronny described their close encounter with the soldiers the night before. “That’s terrible!”
Over the next ten minutes, Nikolette kept vigil on the door, paying little attention to the conversation at the table.
“What happened this morning?” Joyce eventually asked, prompting Ronny to describe his near-fatal encounter on the sidewalk.
“The soldier raised his rifle. Rick slammed the guy from behind before he could fire. I ran like a track star to the truck.”
“That’s quite a wound on his shoulder,” Nikolette commented, momentarily returning her attention to the conversation at the table.
Ronny laughed. “Yeah, he gashed it on something … when he tackled that soldier, I guess.”
Again, Nikolette’s attention was drawn to the bathroom when she heard the door begin to open.
“Anyway,” Ronnie continued, “when he jumped in the truck bed, I whirled around and floored it. It’s amazing we weren’t caught.”
She watched as Rick emerged from the bathroom wearing a clean shirt, carrying his backpack in one hand and holding the bloodied shirt from this morning in the other.
“He was bleeding like a stuck pig.”
Nikolette pretended not to notice when Joyce got up and offered to add the soiled shirt to the laundry.
“Come on Rick, I’ll show where the others are crashing,” Ronny said as he stood up. “I’ll bet you’re as exhausted as I am.”
His sister watched as the two men headed to the basement to join the others.

It was around noon when Rick woke up. The others were still asleep as he headed upstairs. Joyce and Nikolette were watching a live news report covering Independence Day protests in Cleveland, Indianapolis and St. Paul. There were scattered protests in downtown Kansas City, but the National Guard had managed to keep things under control, a news reporter said.
Rick asked Joyce if she had a computer he could log onto. Nikolette got up and led him to a study down the hall. Eager to quiz him about his journey, she remained in the room as he sat in front of an old desktop computer. “You mentioned you are on some sort of quest.”
“Well, I’m on the road in part because I’m trying to locate someone. I’ve had no success reaching him by phone or email, but I’m told he lives somewhere in southern Missouri.”
“What’s so important about this person?”
“I’m hoping he can shed some light on something that happened not quite 30 months ago,” he answered reluctantly.
“So, what, exactly, happened ‘not quite 30 months ago’?”
“Some people who were important to me were killed in an accident,” he stated matter-of-factly. “Unfortunately, the accident happened on government property. They say it’s all classified, and because of that no one seems to know what happened that night.”
Nikolette studied Rick, waiting to hear more.
“However, I’ve discovered there may be one person who at least knows how to get to the bottom of it. He’s the person I’m trying to find.”
“These people must have been pretty important to you. Who’s the guy you’re trying to locate?”
“He’s a former Washington insider-turned-whistleblower. His name is Liam Channing.”
“Hope you find him,” Nikolette said as she walked out of the room.
Ten minutes later, Joyce tapped on the door to announce lunch was ready. Rick followed Joyce to the dining room where the others were seated. He sat down in the only chair available, across from Nikolette. While they ate, Korngold began a conversation about big government corruption, engaging Ronny and Nikolette in polite banter about the Washington establishment.
Tony and Joyce chimed in, trying to include Rick in the conversation. Nikolette avoided Rick altogether, never once looking in his direction. When Joyce invited him to stay over with the others, Nikolette suddenly got up to take plates to the kitchen.

That evening, Joyce invited Rick to join the others at a local potluck Independence Day fireworks display. People from the community brought food. Joyce had prepared brownies and fried chicken. Rick sat next to Korngold, listening as he debated with Tony on the “questionable relevance” of the second Gulf war. Nikolette sat with her brother. Joyce was busy with several friends.
With the sun slowly setting behind them, Rick scanned the crowd of people, mostly families, who had come with blankets, talking and having fun as they waited for the pyrotechnics to begin. Everywhere people were dressed in red, white, and blue. The new flag was nowhere in sight. Only the old flag flew that evening. A local band played patriotic music from a stage next to several picnic tables.
Rick sat a distance behind Nikolette and Ronny as they talked and laughed. He had been an only child, but always wondered what it would have been like to have a sister or a brother. At one point, Nikolette glanced back, and then whispered something in Ronny’s ear. Ronny looked embarrassed. Rick looked at the clothes he was wearing, wondering if he looked dirty.
When Korngold and Tony got up to sit with Ronny, Rick stayed where he was. The fireworks were just beginning.

Friday, July 5
IN THE KITCHEN THE NEXT MORNING, Ronny found Nikolette reading the newspaper. Tea was steeping in a pot of hot water she had just poured.
“Hey, Nik. How’d you sleep?”
“Fine. What are you guys doing today?”
“We’ll probably head out. We kind of gave up on Westport.”
“The hobo’s leaving, too, I hope.”
Ronny gave his sister a puzzled look. “Rick? Yeah, I think he probably will. Why?”
“Nothing. Just wondered.”
“Nik, can I be honest with you? I mean really, really honest.”
“Yeah.”
“You act different around him. Kind of, I don’t know, snarky. Is everything okay? I’ve never seen you act like this with anyone.”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know. You just seem really cold toward him. Did Rick say something or do anything that …”
“No, not at all. I’ve hardly spoken to him.”
“Something about him you don’t like?”
“No, not really.”
There was a pause. Ronny waited, watching Nikolette give more thought to it.
“You really think I’ve been snarky toward him?”
“Nik, you haven’t noticed? It’s been a little embarrassing. Even the guys have noticed it.”
“Why? What did they say?”
“Well, Korngold wondered if something was wrong. Tony made a comment about you not liking Rick. I played it off. But this just isn’t like you.”
Nikolette looked uncomfortable. Biting her lip, she stifled a thought. “It’s nothing, trust me. It’s hard to relate to some people, that’s all. You’ve got to admit, he’s a little odd. Kind of sketchy. I’m not sure I trust a guy like that. Didn’t he just sort of show up? We don’t know anything about him. I’m just …”
“Hoping he’ll go away?” interrupted Ronny.
“Why are you defending him?”
“Well, let’s see, he saved my life. That’s a pretty good reason for defending him, don’t you think?”
“Yeah, right!”
“Nik, we’ve been talking about it ever since we got here.”
“I know. The four of you escaped the foreign soldiers. What could he possibly have done to make you think he saved your life? Isn’t he the one who got you into trouble in the first place?”
“Wait a minute, you think … Weren’t you listening when I told Joyce about all that?”
“Guess not.”
“Look, I want to show you something.”
Ronny got up and opened one of the cabinets. He reached up to a high shelf and pulled out the bloodied rifle clip Rick had taken from the soldier’s AK47. He had wrapped it in a napkin. “Apparently you didn’t hear the part about the soldier shooting at me.”
“What?!”
“We were in the church. Korngold and Tony went ahead to the truck. Then I left as Rick was locking up. I crossed the street, walked down the sidewalk, and the next thing I heard was a gun firing. I looked back and saw Rick struggling with one of those foreign soldiers. Man, I just ran. I heard another gunshot and dove into the truck. I put it in gear and drove back toward Rick. He jumped in the truck, and we took off. That’s how he got the cut on his shoulder.”
Nikolette looked perplexed. “Ronny, I had no idea. I thought it was because of him that you guys got into trouble.”
“Westport was our idea. If anything, Rick’s the one who got us out of trouble. If it hadn’t been for him, we would have ended up like those other two guys in the night. Instead, it was Rick who led us to the church. I don’t know where we’d have hidden if that church hadn’t been open. He even knew the old preacher we met there.”
“I feel terrible,” Nikolette said.
“Yeah, I thought it wasn’t like you to act so cold toward someone you don’t know.”
“Has it been that noticeable?”
Ronny raised one eyebrow.
“I’m glad you told me. I can’t believe you were shot at!”

Later that morning, Nikolette sat down with Joyce and Korngold, who were watching CNN. On the screen, two anchors described footage of police quelling rioters in Kansas City. There was no mention of federal soldiers; no word of a shooting the night before. Instead, they went live to a local news reporter “on the scene of a shooting that happened yesterday morning: Police say an officer was shot and wounded by one of the rioters. A second officer was also injured in a struggle with the assailant who fled on foot. Police have declined to identify the injured officers. They say the both officers suffered minor injuries. The assailant is described as a black man in his 20’s. Reporting live from police headquarters, Mandy Vanderkirk …”
Just then, Ronny and Tony came upstairs with bags packed. Korngold got up to help them.
“You guys leaving so soon?” asked Nikolette.
“Yeah, I think we’re probably going to try to head back to Topeka before the weekend traffic hits us.”
“I’m sorry it didn’t work out with the job opportunity,” Nikolette said. She looked around and then she whispered, “where’s you-know-who?”
“Rick left an hour ago,” Ronny said.
“He left?” Nikolette said with a puzzled look.
“He seemed anxious to press on to wherever he’s going.”
“He’s very polite,” Joyce added. “He asked me to tell you thanks for helping him on the computer.”
“Are sure you don’t want to stay another night?” asked Nikolette.
“I didn’t think you were staying. Joyce is visiting her sister in Joplin tomorrow, anyway,” Ronny said.
“You all are still welcome to stay as long as you’d like,” Joyce interjected.
“Thanks for the offer. You need help with your suitcase, Nik?” Ronny asked.
“I left it in the car,” Nikolette said. “I kept meaning to bring it in, but I haven’t needed it.”
“So why don’t you come up to Topeka? You’ve got, what, three weeks?”
“I planned to stay in the Midwest only a couple of nights. I’m with friends at the beach next week, so I booked a Monday return.” Nikolette looked out the window, and then turned back to Ronny. “Did he really leave on foot?”
“Who?”
“Your hobo friend.”
“Rick? Yeah. We figured that’s kind of the way he is. But he seemed to be a good guy. Did I mention he saved my life?”
Nikolette walked outside. Looking toward the road, she held her hand over her eyes to block the sun, now directly overhead. She regretted how she had ignored him. “Oh well. I guess I won’t see him again. Yarrgh! Serves me right.”

Rick was glad to be back on the road. He looked back, wondering if he should try to hitch a ride, but he thought better of it. Walking south along a small highway paralleling a large highway, he passed a private group of buildings beyond a sign that said Unity Village. He continued for a while until a car pulled over onto the shoulder behind him. Without saying a word, the driver got out of the car. Rick turned around to find Nikolette leaning against the front of the car with her arms folded.
“You walk pretty fast for a hobo. I didn’t expect to find you so far along,” she asserted with a disappointed look, not unlike an angry parent catching up to a child trying to run away.
Speechless, Rick held his hands up, shrugging his shoulders with a look that seemed to say, “I’m busted. Now what?”
“Get in,” ordered Nikolette with a sigh. He opened the passenger door and got into the air conditioned car. A familiar voice was singing on satellite radio. He studied the dial which read “Best of Aretha Franklin.”
Nikolette turned down the music when she got in. Getting back on the highway, both occupants were quiet, looking straight ahead at the road.
“Wait a minute, why are we heading south?” he asked, finally breaking the silence.
Nikolette looked straight ahead. “We’re going to Springfield, aren’t we?”
Rick flashed a roguish smile. “Nixa.”
She continued driving, looking straight ahead and saying nothing. Finally, she interrupted the silence. “Look, Hobo, I’ve got time off, plenty of connections and a whole lot of curiosity about this guy – what did you say his name was?”
“Channing.”
“Whatever. I don’t mind taking a little drive in the country on a nice day.”
“Thanks.”
“Anyway, here’s the deal,” she continued authoritatively, “just so we’re straight about this, I’m doing this as a favor.”
“Thank you.”
“And if you’re wondering, you’re not my type, okay?”
“Okay.”
Nikolette softened her tone. “I appreciate what you did for my brother yesterday morning. He told me what happened with that soldier. I’m just sorry for the other men, the ones who got shot in the middle of the night. Ronny said they should have listened to you.”
During another awkward silence, Rick reached over and turned up Aretha in the middle of “Angel,” just as the tune modulated into the final key. Nikolette looked a bit embarrassed as the song played.
Shaking off what she was feeling at Aretha’s prompting, Nikolette turned down the music once more and offered a demure smile. “Shuffle shame.”
“No, I like it. Great music.”
She hesitated, and then said, “Tell me something, were you really going to walk all the way down to Springfield?”
“I had hoped to catch a bus – Greyhound or something, headed south. Anyway, it’s such a terrific day, I didn’t mind the walk.”
“I didn’t think you had any money.”
“I have enough to get by. I was going to try to find something in Topeka until I ran into your brother.”
“One thing I’m curious about. How, exactly, did you get to Topeka?”
“I took a train.”
Nikolette knitted her brow. “Wait a minute. Amtrak doesn’t go to Topeka.”
“Anyway, I appreciate your help getting closer to Channing.”
After a pause, she looked over at his backpack. “Is that all you brought?”
“Brought? That’s all I have.”
“Well, you’ve got a home, right?”
“Not anymore.”
“Then where do you keep all the rest of your stuff?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well this isn’t … this can’t be all you own,” she insisted, thinking if he had no current address, then surely he had his possessions in storage. “Where do you keep everything else, like your clothes, important papers, cell phone, pictures?”
“I have nothing else. Right now, everything I own is in this backpack.”
Nikolette was dumbfounded. “You really are a hobo. What happened to everything you used to own?”
“I had a fire sale in order to pay the taxes on my father’s ranch. I sold everything of value, including the ranch itself. The rest I gave away.”
Nikolette was speechless.
“You see, it’s like this,” explained Rick. “My father owned a ranch in California. I inherited the ranch when he passed away. On paper, the ranch was valued way more than I could sell it for. I was taxed according to its paper value.”
“The inheritance tax?”
“Exactly,” he continued.
“That’s messed up. Did you try to fight it?”
“The accountant worked out a settlement with them, but it took the sale of the ranch and nearly everything I own just to satisfy the debt I suddenly owed. That’s why I now carry all that’s left in this backpack.”
Nikolette hesitated before asking the next question. “So is there a Mrs. Hobo – what is your last name, anyway?”
“Morrow. I was married once. You?”
Nikolette was ruffled by his question. “Heavens, no, I’ve never … Where is she now?”
“She passed away.”
“Yikes, I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay,” he said, staring at a skull-and-crossbones medallion swinging on a chain hanging from the mirror.
“I can’t imagine what that must be like.”
“So you like pirates, I’d guess.”
“What? Oh, this. I guess it started with a childhood crush on Johnny Depp. Last Halloween, a friend and I dressed as pirates. It’s become a bit of a habit.”
Stifling a laugh, Rick grinned. “Tell me about your professional life in Washington. Have you met the president?”
“No, but I went to the inaugural. Like I said, I worked for a Committee, but several months ago the administration offered me a position at FEMA. But it makes me wonder. I really have no idea why foreign soldiers would be involved in policing the city curfew. Something just isn’t right.”
“The government … Don’t get me started!”
As they drove on, he asked other questions. He learned Nikolette was an avid reader and loved 1960s and 70s soul music.
Up to this point, Rick had scarcely thought about Nikolette’s appearance: Still reeling from The Tragedy, Rick simply wasn’t interested in other women. Nevertheless, studying Nikolette now, he guessed Ronny’s sister must have turned heads every time she walked down the street – despite her odd taste in attire, which presented its fullest expression this afternoon. She wore a light blue, short-sleeve linen shirt. Beneath it was a rust-colored tank top. An old pair of kakis with pocket flaps complemented a comfortable pair of brown moccasins. Her long legs extended from the bottom of the kakis, drawing attention to a pair of brightly-patterned socks. All of this somehow seemed to match her musical tastes.

Arriving in Nixa later that afternoon, they stopped in to see the editor of the Nixa Express, who told them he knew of no one in the area named Channing.
“You say he’s originally from Washington DC?” He thought about it for a moment. “You know, come to think of it, there is a fellow who might know something. He lives over in the next county. A physician or professor, I think.”
“Where does he live?” Nikolette asked.
Looking through a list of subscribers, he found the name. “Here it is. His name is Dr. Harvey. He lives just outside of Merriam Woods – that’s over in Taney County, outside of Branson. No phone number, but I’ve got an address …”
Just then, Nikolette’s phone interrupted the moment. While Rick wrote down Dr. Harvey’s address, she took the call. “Hey, what’s up?”
Nikolette answered the next question excitedly. “My brother and his friends got into a scrape the day before yesterday, but everything’s fine. My aunt lives a ways from downtown. We’re safe … Thanks. Everything okay back home, I trust … That’s excellent. So, I’ll be back there in a couple of days.”
When the call ended, they walked back to the car. It was now 4:30 in the afternoon.
Rick regarded her with curiosity. “Friend of yours?”
“What? Oh, yeah, Joe Rooney. I don’t know what I’d do without him. As usual, he was checking in to make sure I’m safe. I thought about telling him I was being kidnapped by a violent, maniacal hobo.”
Rick grinned. “Where does he work?”
“He’s Legislative Director for a Member of Congress. We met when I worked on the Committee, and we’ve been close ever since.”
“That’s great. I’m happy for you.”
Missing his last comment, she asked, “Tell me something, Hobo, what happens if we don’t find this guy, Channing?”
“Oh, we will find him.”
Driving down a rural highway, they approached a smaller road leading up a tree-covered hill. At the entrance, a mailbox displayed the rural route box number given to them by the newspaper editor.
The actual size of the house became apparent only when they pulled up. Sprawling atop a tree covered hill with a dramatic plunge to the side, the home boasted at least four garages.
Greeting them at the door, an elderly woman with a German accent told them Dr. Harvey had gone into town but was due back later that evening.
Unsuccessful at obtaining Dr. Harvey’s telephone number from the woman, Rick suggested Nikolette leave a card.
“This is my cell number,” Nikolette pointed out. “Could you have him call or text us when he returns? We’re here for only a little while. We’d like to talk to him this evening.”
The woman, who identified herself as the housekeeper, agreed to deliver the message.
Returning to the car, Nikolette looked at Rick as if to say, “What now?”
“We might as well drive around, get dinner,” he suggested.
Driving into town, Nikolette asked Rick if he had ever been in Branson before.
“Once,” he declared. “Fortunately, I know a great restaurant in this town. My treat.”
They wound their way through the town until they reached an Italian restaurant called Tony Z’s. The bustling establishment proved one thing: A lot of people wanted whatever they were serving. Before long, a young woman led them to a quiet table.
Over dinner, Nikolette finally asked the question she had been pondering all day. “So tell me about these people who were killed in the accident. Why is it so important to clear all this up? Who were they?”
Pausing to collect his thoughts, he decided to tell her everything.
“My wife and daughter, actually.”
Sadness mixed with surprise and a hint of fear stole across her face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize …”
“No, it’s alright. It happened on a weekend a couple of Februaries ago,” Rick said as he explained the tragic events of that weekend. “It wasn’t until Monday that these men from the government came knocking on my door. They refused to divulge any information except where and when it happened. They said the matter was Top Secret.”
Across the table, Nikolette was visibly upset. “That’s so messed up.”
He looked at her and shrugged his shoulders as if to say, “There you have it.”
An empath, Nikolette could feel the pain of others. She considered reaching for his hand, but thought better of it. “How did you cope with it all?”
“Over the next month and a half, I met with pastors, lawyers, counselors, bartenders, and even an Indian medicine man to try to get a handle on what happened and what to do about it. None of that helped.”
“Did you try to go back to work? By the way, what do you do for a living?”
“I was a corporate pilot, but I was laid off, thanks to the economy. I had already gotten my pink slip two months before my family perished. Plus, my father had died a month earlier. Let’s face it; I wouldn’t have been able to stay on the job. My emotions were all over the map. Eventually a friend persuaded me to see a doctor for depression. While treating me, she told me she had a brother-in-law who used to work with government secrets, and that he might be able to help me. Unfortunately, the guy is difficult to get a hold of. The only thing my doctor could do was give me his name: Liam Channing. All she knew of his whereabouts was that he lived in seclusion somewhere near Nixa, Missouri. That’s why I’m here. Right now, in terms of solving the mystery, he’s my best shot.”
Nikolette kept her gaze fixed on Rick, who then changed the subject. “Your brother calls you Nik.”
“So did my father. No one else, other than Joyce.”
“What do your friends like to call you?”
“Nikolette.”
“What does Joe call you?”
“Joe? I don’t know, well, I guess he calls me Nikolette. Why?”
“No one ever called you Nikki?”
“No, just Nikolette. I guess it’s because I’ve moved around so much. I was always called by my formal name.”
Rick smiled, deciding to have some fun. “You know, I’m kind of a trailblazer … going where angels fear to tread … Nikki.”
“Hey! You have to earn that!”
“Quid pro quo.”
“Quid pro quo? What do you mean quid pro quo?”
“Well, Hobo isn’t exactly my real name, Nikki.”
“Quid pro quo, eh? I guess you have me there, Hobo. What did they really name you?”
“Just Rick – nothing more, nothing less.”
“Not Richard or Cedric or Ricardo, or something like that? Just Rick?”
“Yeah,” he continued. “Teachers always tried to call me Richard – one even insisted I was Richie – but they were wrong. My parents had the good sense to keep it simple.”
“Well I think Rick is an epic name.”
Rick laughed. “You know, I’ve noticed something about you. You have a way of turning half empty into half full.”
Nikki’s eyes sparkled at the compliment.
“But I still prefer Rick … Nikki.”
“Nikki, again, Hmmm?” she said in a soft voice. Then she announced, playfully, “Very well. I suppose I can live with you calling me Nikki, Hobo. But only you can call me that. Deal?” Nikki extended her hand.
He tried unsuccessfully to stifle a broad smile as he shook Nikki’s hand. “Deal.”
“And thanks for the compliment,” she added. He looked puzzled until she completed the thought. “You know … Half-full.”
After that, he would always call her Nikki. She would always call him Rick.

After dinner, Rick and Nikki were just about to give up when she received a text message on her phone: “Did U ask 2 C me? - Harvey”
Nikki responded by asking the man if he would agree to a quick visit at his home that evening. He answered with a terse response: “OK”
Getting back in the car they drove back to the road that led to the house where Dr. Harvey lived.
When they arrived at the house, a man in his late fifties greeted them at the door.
“Dr. Harvey?”
“Yes, hello,” he said in a deep voice.
“I’m Rick Morrow. This is Nikolette Allen. We appreciate your meeting with us.”
“Come on in,” he said as he led them to a small, warm room with several plush chairs facing a large window. Tall and fit with broad shoulders, his manner had a quick intensity that commanded attention. An abundance of light brown hair seemed a match for his piercing, blue eyes that were deep set above a strong nose and sculpted jaw. He listened intently as Rick began to explain why they had come.
“I, uh, we are here because we’re trying to locate someone. His name is Liam Channing.”
At this point, Dr. Harvey had a puzzled, yet serious expression as he studied Rick’s face during what became – for Rick and Nikki – an awkward period of silence. “Liam Channing,” he recited, still making eye contact with Rick.
“Do you know him?” Nikki asked optimistically.
“I might be able to help you,” he offered. “Why is this man so important to you?”
“About two-and-a-half years ago, my wife and daughter were killed driving through an Army Depot in western Nevada. The government sent three men to my house to inform me they had died in an accident, but that it was a matter of national security, and therefore a government secret. Beyond that, they would tell me nothing. No one ever would be allowed to find out. I’ve been trying to uncover the facts about my family ever since. It is my understanding Liam Channing may be able to help me.”
“Extraordinary. Keeping the information out of the media I can understand, but why forbid a grieving husband and father from learning the facts? Other than what they told you, were you able to uncover any other clues to what happened?”
“None whatsoever.”
“Who were these three men?”
“One was a fellow who identified himself as a Mr. Walker … he said he was from the National Clandestine Service, whatever that is. Another was a certain U.S. Army Colonel named Zane Evans. The third was a Nevada state trooper. I forgot his name.”
“So we have a Colonel Zane Evans from the Army and a Mr. Walker from the National Clandestine Service – no first name for Mr. Walker, is that right?”
“Yes.”
“Curious. And this Channing fellow – what leads you to believe he may be of any assistance?”
“Last month, my physician told me about her brother-in-law, Liam Channing. She described him as a man with important connections. She was certain he would be able to help me get to the bottom of this whole thing. Unfortunately, she was unable to reach him by phone. She didn’t have an address, although she did say his last known address was somewhere near Nixa.”
For a moment, Dr. Harvey contemplated Rick’s account, and then abruptly changed the subject. “Tell me about yourself, Ms. Allen. What do you do? What is your background?”
“I’ve spent the last several years working for a committee on Capitol Hill. Next month I start a new position with FEMA.”
“Have you always lived in Washington?”
“Dr. Harvey,” Rick interrupted, protectively. “We don’t want to take up your time. We’re just here to see if you know Liam Channing. If you don’t, that’s fine. If you do, can you point us in the right direction?”
“Patience, Mr. Morrow. Your story is compelling, and I want to help you. But at the same time I am very protective of my friends, so there are a few things I need to learn before we proceed. You have told me all I need to hear. But I still have a few questions for Ms. Allen.”
“No worries,” she interjected. “If answering questions will establish trust then fire away.”
Rick sat back, resigned to let Dr. Harvey continue the cross-examination.
“Thank you, I shall,” said Dr. Harvey. “If I may continue, then: You have not always lived in Washington.”
“When my brother and I were younger, we lived in a lot of places.”
“Who is your father, Ms. Allen?”
“Well, he … My father died when I was eleven.”
“Did your mother remarry?”
“My mother died of complications when she gave birth to my younger brother, Ronny. My father was a widower.”
“How did your father die, Ms. Allen?”
“He died of cancer,” she said with a faint smile devised to mask a familiar sorrow. “Earlier in his life, he had volunteered to take part in a secret experiment by the government. They … injected him with things. He was exposed to chemicals. It was like all of the sudden he had cancer, and then he died.”
Looking up she saw Dr. Harvey’s confident expression had given way to a drawn face that now matched his lamenting tone. “Was it your father who inspired you to come to Washington and serve in public policy?”
“My father instilled in us a tremendous love of country. He was very patriotic. He never blamed the government for his illness.”
“I’ll bet you were devoted to your father, weren’t you?”
“I couldn’t be away from him. He was so loving, so kind. He would read us stories and pray with us at night.”
“Why did you say you ‘couldn’t be away from him’?” Dr. Harvey interrupted. “Were you kept from seeing him?”
“Yes,” she said, speaking softly, fighting to maintain an unemotional tone. “One night an ambulance came. They rushed my dad to the hospital. It all happened so fast. I felt so alone. I worried about Ronny. A neighbor was there to watch us the next morning. But she wouldn’t let me see my dad. I knew he was dying. I wanted to be with him.”
“So you went to see him anyway,” Dr. Harvey surmised.
“I snuck out that night. The hospital was about three miles away. I walked. Somehow, I found my way. I had to be with him.”
“Were you there when he died, Ms. Allen?”
“Yes. When I found his room I stayed with him all night.”
“Was he conscious?”
“In the middle of the night, he woke up and smiled at me. He held my hand. He told me he was proud of me. Then he drifted off and …”
Rick sat silently, mesmerized, his eyes fixed on Nikki. For the first time he was really looking at her. She glanced over and caught his expression. With tears in her eyes, she offered a reassuring smile.
“After your father died, did you go to live with a relative, then?”
“Well, sort of. We lived with distant cousins, but … well it’s a long story.”
“Did something happen?”
“We had problems.”
“What kind of problems, Ms. Allen?”
“Nikki, you don’t have to do this,” Rick interrupted, protectively.
She took a deep breath, and then continued softly. “No, it’s fine. Anyway, there was … They were unable to cope with my brother. Ronny was very angry inside. He was just a little kid. They didn’t understand. I tried to protect him from some of the things they did …”
“Did they punish you?”
“They were rough.”
“They punished you for protecting your brother.”
“Yes.”
“How long did you stay?”
“Not long. One night I stopped her – the woman – from hurting Ronny. Then we just ran. We ran as far as we could go. When we stopped at a convenience store, the man behind the counter started asking questions. He knew we’d run away. He called the Sheriff. After that, we stayed with my mother’s half-sister.”
“I take it you didn’t stay long there, either.”
“No, she was worse. She used to … She hit Ronny because of the way he spoke. If you know him, he speaks honestly. He’s truthful and doesn’t care if people like it or not.”
“So, you ran away again.”
“Yes.”
“Where did you go?”
“One night, I took Ronny by the hand, and we went outside. I was afraid he was going to get into trouble. We sort of … kept walking.”
“How old were you when you left your mother’s half-sister, Ms. Allen?”
“I had just turned 12. It was my birthday. Ronny was nine.”
“Did you ever go back?”
She took a deep breath. “The police found us, but we never saw my mother’s half-sister again. Our real aunt – my dad’s older sister – she somehow intervened. After the police caught us, a social worker arranged to take us to her. She’s been like our mom ever since. That’s why I tell everybody that we grew up in Kansas City.”
Nikki, usually professional and in control, stared down at the coffee table. Across from her, looking upward, Dr. Harvey blinked away the remaining emotion in his eyes. “Thank you, Ms. Allen.” He then looked over to Rick. “I shall introduce you to Liam Channing straight away.”
“You will?” Nikki asked excitedly.
Rick smiled as if in on a secret. “Wait, I think I understand. You’ve been using your middle name.”
“When I moved here I presented my middle name everywhere I went,” he said. “People were comfortable calling me Dr. Harvey. By the way, I want to congratulate you.”
“For what?” asked Rick.
“For demonstrating splendid airmanship aboard a flight to Honolulu last year.”
A surprised look swept across Rick’s face. “How did you know about that?”
“Remarkable incidents, such as yours, come to light within the intelligence community. I received that week’s classified report. I remembered your name, but for the life of me, I cannot recall the airline.”
“Majestic. Flight 43.”
“Wait. I’m completely lost, here.” Nikki said with a confused expression, looking at both men. “Have you two met before?”
Dr. Harvey looked at Nikki and smiled. “I’m Liam Channing – Liam Harvey Channing, that is.”
“Oh,” she said, settling back in her chair, relieved and a bit embarrassed.
Rick leaned forward in this chair. “As you can imagine I’ve got a lot of questions I hope you can help me with, Dr. Channing.”
“It’s Liam. I think we should all be on a first-name basis from here on out.”
“By all means.”
Nikki crossed her arms and legs. “I hope you don’t mind my being here.”
“In fact, I’m glad you came along, Nikolette,” Liam acknowledged, pausing to reflect on her name. “Ah, Nikolette – a strong name. Your father would have preferred such a noble name for you, I suspect. And why not – he was a stalwart man, himself.”
“You seem familiar with him. How is that possible?”
“Well, unless I’m greatly mistaken, I knew your father.”
Nikki sat up attentively. “Now, I’m the one with a lot of questions.”
“Yes, and you shall have answers, both of you, at least to the extent I am able to provide them. But first, I suppose the prudent thing to do at this point is to tell you a little about myself. I realize I’ve done too good a job concealing my past …”
That evening they learned Liam Channing had a legitimate reason for hiding his past. He had made enemies at the upper echelons of the federal government. But he also had powerful friends in the intelligence community and in law enforcement.
For years he had held a security clearance that permitted his access to the nation’s most fortified secrets.
“I Googled your name,” Rick said. “A magazine had a blurb on you that quoted someone who said your greatest strength has been your investigative prowess.”
“I have always considered it a career asset,” Liam asserted.
“It said when you were an FBI agent your ability to sort through facts and uncover the truth became legendary. I have to be honest. I’ve always hated secret government agencies like the FBI. It’s just … there’ve been too many bad episodes with the FBI.”
“Perfectly understandable,” Liam conceded. “Early on, I became involved in several quiet FBI success stories. But I also survived several not-so-successful episodes.”
“What were they?” Nikki asked.
“The odious Ruby Ridge standoff for one. Then there was the abhorrent Waco conflagration. In the former, I was a reluctant participant; in the later, only an advisor – they took none of my advice. Neither did they listen the day I assured them Richard Jewell was incapable of setting off a bomb at the Atlanta Olympics. For political reasons, headquarters insisted they had their man. Sadly, it would be nine years until Eric Rudolph would plead guilty to perpetrating that notorious crime.”
“The story I read said you’re all about rule-of-law.”
“What was the story about?” asked Nikki.
Liam sat back in his chair. “Probably about my demise from the Justice Department after I helped uncover the wiretapping scandal of 2003.”
“But that sounds like a good thing. Why would that lead to your demise?”
“Alas, the specter of politics often overshadows all that is right and truthful. As you can imagine, what followed was a mess of legal and constitutional wrangling that spilled out onto the pages of public perception. Beyond that, the matter exposed a major rift within the Department of Justice, as well as the highest levels of the intelligence community.”
“A rift? What do you mean?” Rick wondered aloud.
“Our federal government has been torn in two. The rift continues as we speak. It is a division on principal. At the time, the lion’s share of senior, unelected bureaucrats thriving in Washington fell on the side of the presidential administration, which ardently defended its right to order the NSA to covertly intercept the calls and emails of U.S. citizens. The rest of us, including my closest associates, the deputy attorney general and the FBI director at the time, stood their ground in favor of upholding the law, in deference to the Constitution and its system of checks and balances.”
Although my official career at Justice has ended, I seem to have retired comfortably.”
“How did you manage it?”
“For one, I left with the admiration and respect of the leaders of the rule-of-law faction. More importantly, I left holding information that could destroy the careers of those on the other side.”
Liam, they would later learn, maintained connections that afforded him continued access to the classified side of the federal government. He also departed with a great amount of wealth.
Intelligence officials on the rule-of-law side began regularly retaining him as a handsomely-paid consultant. His new income was sizeable enough to provide Liam with beefed-up personal security, a hidden vault of government secrets, a charitable foundation, and fortress-like homes in the Ozarks and in the desert.
Killed him if they could have, his enemies feared Liam for the incriminating information he held against them – information in the form of files prepositioned to launch into the airwaves, onto the internet, and across the pages of magazines and newspapers around the world should one hair of Liam’s head be threatened by those who had reason to worry.

Saturday, July 6
RICK LOOKED AT HIS WATCH. It was now after midnight, and he was worried about Nikki driving back to Kansas City alone at night.
Liam put his fingers to his lips and glanced at them. “Rick, I’m curious about something. The morning you learned of the tragedy of your family … you said the officials who visited you included a Mr. Walker and a Colonel Zane Evans, is that correct?”
“Yes, and a third gentleman – a Nevada patrolman …”
“Sergeant Jim Dannon?”
“That’s it! That was his name. How did you know?”
Liam sat back and stared off in deep thought before answering. “The Bureau often calls me in as a consultant to investigate some of the more extraordinary cases that arise from time to time. The year before last, I performed two such investigations – separate homicides, in fact. The victims were Evans and Dannon.”
A look of shock and disbelief flashed across Rick’s face. “They’re dead? The men who came to my door that morning are dead?”
“Two of them, at least.”
“How?” Nikki wondered. “Were they both homicides?”
“We believe Dannon’s patrol car was deliberately forced off the road and over a cliff. Evans was found dead inside his pickup on the side of a rural road, though I’m not at liberty to comment on that incident.”
“You said these both took place the year before last?”
“Sgt. Dannon was found in March of that year. Evans was, as I recall, a July homicide. Up until now, there has been no evidence to support their connection, although I have been convinced all along they were somehow related. Tonight you have thankfully furnished me with fresh facts by which I may now arrive at certitude.”
Rick was excited. “So you’ll help me?”
“Us,” Nikki added.
“Yes, of course. Although, I have one or two other points to clarify. After the tragedy, when the government officials said you would never find out what happened to your wife and daughter, did you contact a lawyer?”
“I tried. One lawyer said he was too busy. Another was afraid to touch my case. A third lawyer looked into it, but then said he could do nothing for me.”
“They got to him,” asserted Liam. “Can you think of anything else you may have done to try to uncover the facts surrounding the tragedy of that night?”
“I wrote our two senators. They sent me identical form letters defending the military’s need to keep secrets. Then I wrote a letter to my congressman. His office sent back a more personal letter saying the Congressman would look into it. I have the letter.” Rick took a letter out of his backpack and handed it to Liam. Liam looked at it then handed it to Nikki.
Nikki read the letter. “I wonder if they followed up.”
“More likely it became lodged in the system,” Liam asserted.
“This congressman is on the same committee as Joe's boss,” Nikki observed, looking at Liam. “Joe is a friend of mine on Capitol Hill. He’s LD for Congressman Helton.”
“LD?” said Rick.
“Legislative director.”
Liam thought for a moment. “I have met Helton. He sits on Woodall’s Select Committee on Covert Operations. That committee is supposed to oversee this kind of thing.”
“I’ll bet Joe knows the staff members,” Nikki speculated.
Liam agreed. “Your friend might be able to cut through a lot of red tape. I think he should see this letter.”
Nikki looked at Rick. “Would you mind if I shared it with Joe?”
“Fine with me. Do you really think he can help us, Liam?”
“One of the essentials of my profession has been the conscription of trusted eyes and opinions,” Liam assured. “That simple letter may open a door leading to more information. As it happens, my correlations traverse many partitions within the legal social order. To crack this rather sizeable nut, we shall need the leverage of several loyal contacts whose knowledge of the dark side of government will no doubt prove invaluable to this investigation.”
Rick grinned. “Whatever you just said is music to my ears. Do you have a theory about what happened that night?”
“In fact, I have four different theories at the moment. Obviously it is too soon to get comfortable with any of them until we arrive at a quorum of the facts. Still, unless everyone is dead, someone knows what happened that night. It will be our own fault if we cannot manage to expose the truth – and soon.”
“So, tell us about the people I need to talk to.”
“One person in particular may help us break through the stonewalling. In the meantime, there are several others who may be able to help us improve on the particulars of this peculiar case. How much time do you have, Rick?”
“As long as it takes,” Rick answered decisively.
“Good. We can begin tomorrow. I suspect you have a lot of driving ahead. But first, we all need a good night’s rest. I hope you both will stay here tonight.”
Rick looked hesitantly at Nikki.
“I guess that’s okay,” she acknowledged.
Liam chuckled. “Since the two of you are obviously not a couple, I have guest rooms for both of you.”
“Was it that obvious?” Nikki wondered aloud.
“Remember, I was an investigator. How long have you two known each other – a week, perhaps?”
Rick looked at Nikki. “We met yesterday.”
Nikki smiled. “Was it only yesterday? Yeah, I guess you’re right. It feels longer than that.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Rick said. “Liam, about tomorrow. You mentioned a lot of driving ahead. Where do I need to go?”
Liam was deep in thought, as though solving a puzzle in his mind. Then, after a brief silence, Liam answered. “Sedona.” Before Rick could ask the next question, Liam continued his train of thought. “Nikolette, it would be helpful if you went along with him.”
“Me? I don’t …”
“You do have time don’t you? You are on leave, I trust.”
“Nikki … er, Nikolette was kind enough to drive me here,” Rick explained. “It was never her intention … I mean, I can’t ask her to just …”
“Actually, I’m off for three weeks,” Nikki volunteered. “Four weeks if I want it. The government owes me a lot of leave, and I’m supposed to take half of it over the next three months.”
“Nikki, do you really want to get involved in all this?”
“I feel like I’ve already gotten involved. Why stop now?”
“Yes, why stop now?” Liam agreed.
“Well, up to now,” Rick admitted, “I’ve done everything on my own. I guess I’m not used to receiving help from others. I hate to impose.”
“Nonsense,” said Liam. “The interaction of partners in an investigation generates a vital interplay of ideas that often produce extraordinary results.”
Rick looked hesitant.
“Rick,” Liam continued. “You do you want to solve this, don’t you?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Then I need your absolute trust. I admit my methods are unusual, but they have yet to fail me. Your remarkable account has captured my interest and I am disposed to help you to the best of my ability. In exchange, I only ask that you succumb to a few harmless whims I have devised to attain our end. What I have in mind requires Nikolette’s assistance. That means taking her with you.”
“Well, I suppose as long as she doesn’t mind …”
“I don’t mind,” Nikki exclaimed.
“Splendid,” Liam said, clapping his hands together. “I can guarantee you that within a fortnight we shall have reached a solution to the problem, at which point we can take the appropriate legal steps, depending of course on our findings.”
Liam gestured to the housekeeper who was waiting just outside the room.
“Meanwhile, the hour is late. The mind is a poor engine without sufficient sleep. You can follow Hildegard to your rooms.”
Leading them down a hallway, the housekeeper showed Rick to a room with a double bed and an adjacent bathroom. She then led Nikki to another room around the corner. Ten minutes later, Nikki returned to Rick’s room, knocked, and then entered to find him sitting on the bed, writing in his journal.
He looked up to find her dressed in snuggly, cream-colored cotton pajamas sporting small, multicolored polka dots and red velvet buttons.
“Cute pajamas!” he remarked.
Blushing, Nikki smiled and changed the subject. “So what did you think about tonight? Are you as excited as I am?”
“Nikki, you know, Liam is talking about something that may involve several weeks. He said something about Sedona. I think he expects me – us – to travel.”
“I’m with you in this, okay? I have the time.”
“I really never expected anyone to …”
“Help you?”
“Well, I was kind of counting on Liam, I admit that.”
“Rick, I think you’ve been a loner long enough. Liam said to trust him.”
“I know, and I will. It’s just that I’m reluctant to involve you only because I think it might be dangerous. I can’t tell you why. I just have a feeling.”
“You mean, risky-situation dangerous or someone-doesn’t-want-us-to-find-out dangerous?”
“Both. It’s just a feeling I have, but you need to know that.”
“I’m still with you.”
“Are you sure, Nikki? Are you really sure?”
“Yes. I’m sure.”
“Well I appreciate it. You’re an angel, you know that?
“I hope I can live up to such a nice compliment,” she said, watching as he closed the book in which he was writing. “You keep a journal?”
“It’s therapy. I started about six months after The Tragedy. It keeps me sane. It probably needs editing. I’m not sure of my grammar. That was my weakest subject in school. Want to read it?”
“Really? I don’t want intrude.”
Rick handed the journal to Nikki. “Read as much or as little as you wish. If you catch any spelling or grammatical mistakes, feel free to correct it. I’m just glad somebody’s interested. In a way, having another person read this journal helps validate everything.”
She sat down on the bed next to him and opened the journal. “What do you write about?”
“It covers everything from that weekend on. I started with everything I recalled from the day I last saw them to the present day. Since that time, I’ve just put down my impressions of things that happen or people I meet. Random thoughts, mostly.”
“Anything I shouldn’t read?”
“You’re now its editor. You can read anything you like.”
“I’ll give it back to you in the morning.”
“Only if you want to. I’m in no hurry.”
“Are you sure? What if you need to take notes?”
“Then I’ll borrow it and take notes.”
Nikki smiled and clutched the journal, glad that Rick now trusted her. “How long ago did you say it happened?”
“Let’s see. It’s now Saturday, so it’s been two years, four months, two weeks and four days.”
She opened the journal to the page on which Rick had pasted the picture of his wife and daughter. “Is this your family?”
“My wife, Samantha, and my daughter, Erika. She was eight in that picture.”
“She’s so cute. They’re both so happy. So tell me, what’s up with that airline flight Liam was congratulating you about?”
“There was an incident aboard a flight I took, April of last year. It’s in the journal if you choose to read that far. In place of my father, I reluctantly went to a ranchers’ convention in Hawaii. That accidental trip became sort of a turning point for me.”
“Reluctantly?”
“It was a last-minute trip. Before he died, my father had signed up to go to this convention. A prepaid convention pass arrived in the mail along with hotel reservations. Signing up for the convention in advance, he had put down a deposit that paid half the hotel stay. I didn’t want to see that go to waste, but I also didn’t want go anywhere.”
“But you went. What made you do it?”
“I was pretty impulsive at the time. Two days before the convention I just got up and drove to the airport in San Francisco. I parked the car, and then walked up and bought a ticket to Honolulu. A gate agent told me I could board the crowded flight that was leaving right then, or I could stay behind and wait for a flight leaving an hour later. It was a last minute decision. I decided to wait for the later flight – Majestic 43. Everything changed because of that one decision. What a ride! As I said, it’s all in the journal.”
Just then, Liam appeared at the door. “You both settled in alright I hope.”
Nikki stood up. “Yes, thank you. I was just saying goodnight. It’s been a great evening.”
She looked at her watch as she walked back to her room. It was nearly 1:00 a.m. She settled into bed, again opening the journal to the page holding the picture of Rick’s wife and daughter. Erika wore pigtails and looked happy in the picture. Samantha was an attractive, slightly heavy-set woman with blonde hair and a pleasant expression. Nikki studied the picture, wondering how Rick had met his wife. Then, curious, she skipped ahead to the entry Rick had just written:
Friday, July 5 — Twenty-eight months, two weeks, and three days removed from The Tragedy … A day following our initial introduction, I am confounded. Yesterday’s stem of painful thorns has today given way to a delicate flower whose colorful adornment commands an alluring presence. What strange medicine hides in the thorny sting of one day and the fragrant charm of the next?
“Ouch,” Nikki said to herself, smiling. “I deserved that.”

“Wake up, Rick,” Nikki said, squeezing Rick’s arm.
He struggled to emerge from a deep sleep.
She stood over him and spoke softly. “You’ve been asleep for nearly 10 hours.”
“I think that’s more than I’ve gotten over the past ten days,” he said in a hoarse voice. Wearing greenish-colored hospital scrubs he rose to a sitting position and winced slightly from the wound on his left shoulder. “After a shower I couldn’t stay awake. I slept better than I have for a long time.”
“Your room is a lot smaller than mine,” she noted. Fully dressed and ready for the day, Nikki sat down in a comfortable chair next to Rick’s bed. The overstuffed chair only enhanced her thinnish frame. “Do you always sleep in a surgical gown?”
“It fits in my backpack. Where’s Channing?”
“He’s out on the porch drinking coffee with a woman named Lauren. We spent the morning talking about my father. Liam brought up things about him I had never heard before. It’s amazing to be here and sit down with someone who knows things about my father I never knew.”
“Good things I trust.”
“Excellent things. Liam called him a great American.”
“Fine compliment. He must have been very special.”
“I fell asleep reading your journal,” Nikki said, changing the subject.
“Was it that bad?”
“No, I’m serious. What they did to you is crazy insane. It’s like, this actually happened. You really have been totally shut out of any information about that night.”
“Sometimes I forget how absurd it is. Keep reading and you’ll understand a little of what we’re up against – and maybe a little about me, if you can stand it. Anyway, I may need to borrow the journal from time to time for new entries. But I still want you to hold on to it for safe keeping.”
“No worries.” Nikki looked at Rick’s shoulder. There was a slight blood stain on the bandage wrapped around the wound. “Maybe it will tell me what really happened to your shoulder. I have a feeling there’s more to the story than just a fall and a scrape against the sidewalk.”
“So how did you sleep?”
“I slept like a rock and you changed the subject.”
A sober look stole across Rick’s features. He kept his eyes glued on hers for a moment. Finally, he answered. “This is where trust comes in. You have to promise to keep this to yourself. It’s important.”
“Sure, what is it?”
Rick lowered his voice. “Alright, here goes. This is a gunshot wound. The foreign soldier aiming to kill Ronny was not alone.”
“For real?” Looking at Rick’s left shoulder, Nikki got up and sat down on the bed next to him.
“I was able to knock the rifle away from the one soldier, but there was another behind us. He took a shot and managed to clip me right after I tackled his partner.”
“How did you get away?”
“Well I just happened to have the soldier’s rifle in my hands. I was trying to unload and safety it, but it still had a live round in the chamber. I fired in self-defense.”
“Where was he hit?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t have time to look. I jumped in your brother’s truck, and we took off. I don’t think he or the others saw any of the shooting. That means you are the only one who knows, at least as far as I can tell.”
“There you are,” said a voice from outside the room. Nikki and Rick turned to see Liam with the housekeeper in tow. She was carrying a tray with a small pot, a cup, a little creamer, and several packs of raw sugar. “We thought you must have gotten lost. Did you tell him we have a big day ahead of us, Nikolette?”
Embarrassed that she was once again sitting on the bed, Nikki stood up. “Not yet.” She then smiled at Rick and added, “We have a big day ahead of us.”
“So I’ve heard,” said Rick.
“We brought you a cup of wake-up Joe,” Liam said to Rick as the housekeeper put the tray on a small table nearby. “Fix it the way you like. In the meantime, I need to borrow Nikolette for a moment.”
“Thanks. I’ll be ready in no time.”
By now, Liam had noticed the wound on Rick’s shoulder. “I thought you were protecting that shoulder last night. Now I see why. Everything okay?”
“Yes. It’s a long story.”
“I look forward to hearing it sometime. Not everyone takes a round from a high-powered rifle and lives to tell about it.”
A look of astonishment flashed across Rick’s face. “How did you know?”
“I have seen too many bullet wounds not to recognize the one you’re sporting … Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. When you’re ready, please join us on the side patio for breakfast. There’s someone I want you to meet.”
Following Liam and the housekeeper as they went out, Nikki turned back with a wide-eyed look that Rick interpreted as “Yikes!”
He checked his wound. The stitches he put in himself had held, mostly. Six inches closer, he thought to himself, and I’d have been in real trouble.
After getting dressed he stowed his backpack under the bed and found his way to a patio outside where Liam and Nikki sat with a fiftyish woman dressed in light khakis and a short sleeve denim shirt.
Immediately Liam stood up. “Here’s Rick now. Rick, I would like you to meet Lauren Thomas. She’s an old friend. She’s also a pilot who likes to fly me around. But because she’s rich, like me, I let her.”
“Oh stop, Liam,” Lauren laughed, extending a hand to Rick.
“Glad to meet you, Lauren.” He shook her hand while taking a seat between the two women, across from Liam.
“Liam tells me you’re on a quest. The prospect of an adventure is too intriguing. When do we start?”
Rick looked at Liam. “Last night, you said we needed to go somewhere. I think you said Sedona. What did you mean?”
“I have a house in Sedona. It is also where I keep some critical files under lock and key. Keep that to yourselves. I should not be very much surprised if the information in those files holds the key to unraveling the mystery they have woven to keep you away.”
Puzzled by the remark, Rick looked at Nikki, and then back at Liam. “They? Do you know the people behind it?”
“Ah, that is where we cross the perimeter into the uncharted. With a touch of diplomacy and a bit of finesse, we’ll soon explore those waters with measurable results. I do know one thing, the great lengths to which they have gone to cloak the mystery of that night points to something highly illicit.”
“If that’s true, why are they getting away with it?” Rick asked.
“Mostly because no one’s paying attention. A common occurrence, if you think about the morbid proportions to which the federal government has grown over the years. The appetite for more government control has produced a massive bureaucracy bursting at the seams with offices, bureaus, agencies, and departments of every kind, shape and size. Today, an unfathomable maze exists within a gargantuan government in which each office and bureau falls under one of three categories: The good, the bad, and the ugly.”
“Bad offices?” asked Rick.
“Bad, even illegal. It is not beyond the limits of human ingenuity to presuppose the existence of several unknown offices and bureaus operating outside the rule of law. I’d wager one of these controls a pernicious agenda whose operation holds the key.”
“The key to what?”
“The key to whatever tragic circumstances robbed you of a family two-and-a-half years ago. But enough of this. We have an arduous week or so ahead of us.”
In silence, all eyes were on Liam while he quietly formulated a plan in his mind. Suddenly, he clapped his hands together. “Nikolette, I think it is time we took your friend into our confidence.”
“Joe?”
“Precisely. In fact, a trip to Washington is in order. I’m inclined to let Lauren fly me there Monday that I may do a little quiet work rummaging through the facts with the help of several of my former associates at Main Justice. While I’m there, I shall sit down with your friend. The problem is, of course I have several other valuable contacts spread out over the country. They prefer communicating in person.”
“You’re saying you’d like us to see them,” said Nikki, saying what Rick had already suspected.
“Yes. I would like you to meet me in Sedona in a couple of days. On the way, I want you to visit a Canadian General friend of mine who has helped me enormously over the past several years.”
Realizing a plan was unfolding, they listened as Liam plotted the course he had devised earlier after mulling Rick’s dilemma. Liam had a crucial contact for Rick and Nikki to meet in Colorado Springs.
“I think it best if you two drive there,” explained Liam. “Along the way, I also want you to meet another old acquaintance, retired from the CIA. He now lives in Dodge.”
“Dodge?” said Rick.
“Dodge City. A little bit of a side trip, but you pretty much have to go through Kansas anyway.”
“By car, then,” said Nikki. “Mine is just a rental, you know.”
“Even better!” announced Liam. “I have a car here that I would rather have in Sedona. I have yet to find the time to drive it there. If you two don’t mind, you can take it for me. I can reimburse you for the gas. In fact, I shall gladly pay your meals and hotels if you care to do that for me.”
“No worries,” said Nikki. “I just need to figure out a way to return my rental car.”
“Oh, we can get that straightened out. I shall be greatly surprised if they do not have a rental place in town. You can take it there and turn it in. If there is a drop-off fee, I insist on paying the difference.”
Liam persuaded Nikki and Rick to stay on until Monday. That afternoon Liam drove everyone to his country club for dinner. They rode in the car Rick and Nikki were to drive to Sedona – a burgundy 1988 Oldsmobile 88. The car looked and smelled new. Liam explained it had been garaged for years, scarcely used by its original owner – an elderly widow.
Just as they arrived at the club, Joe called Nikki. Earlier that day, she had left a message explaining Rick’s story and Liam’s offer to help.
“Channing drew up an itinerary for us to meet contacts on the way to his other house in Arizona.”
“Us?” Joe asked with a tone of suspicion.
“I volunteered to come along.”
“You’re traveling across the country with him? Nikolette, are you out of your mind? He’s a complete stranger!”
“I know, I know. But I have a hunch about this, Joe. If you met Rick you’d feel the same way. He’s so honest and sincere. On top of that, he’s a gentleman. I just want to help him.”
“How can you help him by traveling with him?”
“It was Channing’s idea. I promise I’ll call you every day.”
“You’d better call me! I’ll be worried about you.”
“Thanks, really. I appreciate that more than you know.”
Hanging up, Nikki thought about the days ahead. Was she crazy or was she right about Rick?
Over dinner, Liam described various contacts Rick and Nikki would need to visit on their journey, including former CIA agent Dom Kipling who now lived in Dodge City, and a Canadian General named Will Campbell, on detail in Colorado Springs.
After dinner, Rick and Nikki strolled along the fairway, enjoying the evening. The sun cast long shadows across the greens. The air was unseasonably dry, and the temperature was a perfect 73 degrees.
“This is so weird,” said Nikki as they sat down on a bench. “A week ago I thought I was going to relax in Kansas City, and then spend a week at the beach in Maryland with friends. Crazy how things change.”
“Are you having any second thoughts?”
“No, that’s not it. You know what? I wasn’t looking forward to the beach. My friends are always trying to hook me up. They’ve invited some guy to come along – someone I don’t know. When I found out, I began to dread going, you know?”
“Wait a minute. What about you and Joe?”
“Joe? You think Joe and I …” Nikki began to laugh. “No, Joe is a friend. I love him dearly but not like that. Yikes! He’s like an older brother to me.”
Rick sported a sheepish grin. “Well anyway, I’m glad you have him for a friend. Sounds as though he’s got a lot of connections. I look forward to meeting him some time. Have you told him what we’re about to do?”
“Yes, of course. He’s a little worried, I mean for me, because he doesn’t know you. He’s so protective. What am I saying? I don’t even know you … But I trust you. Anyway, he promised to check in on me every day and help as much as he can.”
“Nikki, I want you to know you can trust me. I have my mind on one thing – to find out what really happened to my wife and daughter, and then to make it right. But I promise you, Nikki, when you’re with me, you’ll be safe.”
“Thanks. I believe that. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have agreed to come along.”
When the fireflies came out, they got up and walked back to the clubhouse where they caught up with Liam and Lauren in the lounge, sitting at a table next to a large window.
The four finalized plans for the next two days. After dropping off Nikki’s rental in the morning, Rick and Nikki would stay on for another night before setting out on Monday in the ’88 88 for Sedona by way of Dodge City and Colorado Springs. Liam and Lauren would fly to Frederick, Maryland, to gather facts in Washington.
Returning to Liam’s house, Lauren headed home while the others stayed up to watch the news. Police, with federal help, had quelled a fourth day of rioting in Kansas City. Fourth of July protests had been staged in Cleveland and Saint Paul, but police and guardsmen had managed to control the scattered skirmishes with hard-line protesters. This time, there was a brief mention of the deployment of foreign soldiers to “fill out the ranks of guardsmen.”
When Liam asked Rick to describe his encounter with the foreign soldiers three nights earlier, Nikki listened for a while, and then said goodnight and headed to her room, too tired to read.

Sunday, July 7
NIKKI WOKE UP EARLY and got dressed quickly. Taking advantage of the morning sun, she decided to sit out on the porch, taking Rick’s journal with her.
She then turned to the beginning, finding his entry about the weekend his wife and daughter left the ranch, never to return.
Rick’s description of the last day he saw them was thorough. His words moved Nikki to tears. Reading up to the account of his last conversation with Samantha, she discovered his wife somehow had lost both parents when she was in college. An only child, Samantha liked visiting her cousin, Jenna.
His sleepless night had begun on Sunday of that weekend. The following morning he heard the terrible knock on the door. The three men who told him his wife and daughter were dead had insisted the secret they kept was somehow for the good of the nation. The Nevada state patrolman seemed to be out of the loop, according to the journal. It was the other two – the Army Colonel and the man in the suit – who seemed to know what happened and why it needed to be kept Top Secret. Rick’s account unambiguously portrayed the absurdity of the situation: They were asking him to go on with life as though nothing had happened.
Emotional exhaustion exasperated by sleepless fatigue had overtaken him by the time the three men left. Collapsing in a heap, he gasped for air, drowning in he sudden realization he would never see his wife and daughter again. From the narrative, Nikki learned somewhere along the way, Rick drifted off.
Waking up hours later, he opened his eyes to discover he was lying in his living room. He looked up to find his friend, Sam Black, kneeling over him. Sam was a local police detective. He and Rick had been friends since high school.
Sam helped him up. “I got here too late. I’m so sorry.” He embraced his friend as he stood up. It was uncustomary for the two to hug.
“I heard only this morning,” Sam continued. “They told me they’d be here at noon. I wanted to get here first. I’m too late. What did they tell you?”
Rick explained his odd conversation with the men. “Sam, tell me it’s not true. Tell me it’s all a mistake.”
“Vague as it was, I saw the report. It’s all true.”
“What happened? They wouldn’t tell me any of the details.”
“They wouldn’t tell me either. I got a call this morning saying there was an accident and that they’d meet me here at noon. I was able to verify what little they told me. Then I came here.”
“Sam, they told me I will never see them. No funeral arrangements, no personal effects, nothing. They said I’ll never be able to find out what happened.”
“Never? I can’t believe you’ll never know any of the details. What was their reason?”
“They said some official named Cummins ordered it all Top Secret. Government business having to do with national security or something like that.”
“Top secret!” exclaimed Sam in a gravelly voice. “They can’t do that! We’ll get to the bottom of this, Rick. I promise. Where did Samantha work?”
“She worked out of the house.”
“Well, we can at least call the school about Erika. They’ll need to …”
“Erika was home schooled.”
Sam hesitated then looked at his watch. “Look, I have some time. Let’s go for a drive.”
At this point, Rick was beginning to wonder if it was all a mistake. Maybe the men were lying. If they wouldn’t tell him, at least he and Sam could drive to the supposed scene of the alleged accident. His wife and daughter had to be alive, somewhere, Rick told himself.
Crossing into Nevada, they drove north along 359, entering a barren stretch of land identified by a sign as Hawthorne Army Reserve. The two men studied the road and the land on either side for clues. The day was cloudy and dark. There was no rain and no wind. Just a heavy overcast. They continued until they reached the town of Hawthorne.
Finding the Mineral County Sheriff’s office, they sat down with a deputy to try and uncover any details of the accident. Sam identified himself and explained, “The Army said his wife and daughter were killed. We just wanted to see if you had a report.”
The deputy said he had heard about an accident with fatalities somewhere along 359 south of Hawthorne, Saturday evening. A Nevada Highway Patrol officer had responded to the scene, but there had been little evidence of the accident by the time the patrol officer arrived. The accident involved the military, which normally handled their own affairs on the reserve.
Sam asked the deputy if he knew the name of the Highway Patrol officer.
“Yeah, sure,” the deputy answered. He stood up and walked over to another desk, looking for the report. Unable to find it, the deputy yelled over to the dispatcher, asking if she knew where “they put the report on the first accident.”
Sam appeared surprised. “First accident? Were there two?”
“Yeah, these things always seem to happen in pairs when the moon is full.” The deputy walked back to his desk. “There was the Army accident on Saturday evening. Then we had another accident, this morning. I haven’t heard any of the details except I understand it, too, was also a fatality.”
“Didn’t you hear?” the dispatcher yelled back. “Lydia Kinkaid was the fatality.”
“What? This morning? You’re kidding!” the deputy yelled back. He walked over to the dispatcher. “Who worked it? Did we work it?”
“Yeah, it was Sheridan. He got the call at 5 a.m. It was at the junction. She was off-duty. Only one car. Must have seen a deer and rolled her truck. At least that’s how Sheridan filed it. No other explanation fits. Sure is sad.”
“Who is Lydia Kinkaid?” Rick asked. “Was she a friend?”
The deputy scratched his head and walked back to his desk and sat down, obviously stunned by the news. “Lydia Kinkaid was the Nevada State Patrol officer who handled your wife’s accident.”

Nikki’s reading was interrupted by Rick’s now familiar voice.
“You’re up early. Hey, you want to have some fun?”
“Sure, what do you have in mind?”
Thirty minutes later, after grabbing a quick breakfast, they jumped into Liam’s Oldsmobile and drove along a country road.
“Where are we going?”
“It’s a surprise. If you don’t like it, we’ll leave. However, judging from your unusual taste in music, I have a hunch you’ll want to stay.”
Nikki was intrigued.
Minutes later, he pulled the car into a gravel parking lot filled with cars. In front of them was an old church. Walking in, it wasn’t difficult to notice Rick and Nikki were the only white people. Standing toward the right in the second-to-last pew, they clapped their hands and sang with the others, following a robed choir of about 38 – all black, mostly women, several boys and a boisterous choir leader. The hymns were upbeat, spirited, and, in no small way, music to Nikki’s ears.
After a fiery sermon and two final hand-clapping old gospel hymns, they drove back to Liam’s house.
On the way, Nikki could hardly contain her excitement. “I go to a stodgy old Episcopal church every now and then. If they had that choir and that preacher in my church, they’d all run for cover, but I’d come every week! How’d you know about this place?”
“A friend of mine who runs a church like that one told me where to go once I got to where I thought I was going – Nixa.”
When they got back, they learned Liam and Lauren had gone boar hunting. Realizing they had the afternoon, they drove into town to return her rental car. Liam had arranged for the rental agreement to be charged to one of his accounts. Rick followed Nikki to the rental agency driving Liam’s Oldsmobile. While in town, they had a late lunch and took in some of the sites.
Nikki convinced Rick to let her help him pick out some better clothes for the journey ahead. He reluctantly agreed, patiently trying on several shirts and a pair of decent pants. She insisted on buying the pants and two shirts, telling him afterward he looked “handsome” in his new attire.

That evening the four met up at the country club. Liam recounted his days as an FBI agent, describing various assignments, close calls, and triumphs. Describing the dangers of undercover work, he told them about a clothes designer famous for producing men’s suits made of a bullet-proof material. “His line is popular among drug lords, wealthy Sheiks, and paranoid dictators,” said Liam. “I have a couple of suits myself. I’ll show you when we meet up in Sedona.”
When they returned to Liam’s house that night, Rick and Nikki packed up in preparation for the long drive ahead the next day. After Lauren had left for the evening, Liam led them to a room with a wall safe that he opened in front of them. Inside were various documents and dozens of banded stacks of currency – one hundred bills in each stack. He reached in and found two stacks of twenty dollar bills, two stacks of fifty dollar bills, and three stacks of ten dollar bills. Keeping the extra ten dollar stack for himself, Liam handed them each a fifty, twenty, and ten dollar stack. “This is expense money. Whatever you don’t use, you can keep as part of your stipends.”
Before retiring for the evening, Rick pulled out two of each denomination from his stacks, and then handed the rest to Nikki for safe keeping. “Here, I doubt all this will fit in my backpack.”
Back in her room, Nikki changed into fluffy socks and a nightshirt and settled into bed. She picked up Rick’s journal and continued where she had left off, scanning through pages that described the weeks and months that followed news of the tragic deaths of his wife and daughter. In that time, he had become a loner. He had begun to feel the hopelessness of battling a federal government determined to keep its secret. Long nights of heavy drinking proved useless in his effort to kill the deep sadness within him.
Unemployed, he was unable to find work in an economy beaten dead by an economic depression the experts still insisted was only a long recession. Gradually, he began to sink deep within himself.
She plowed ahead through entries that were difficult to read. In the months following the tragedy that forever changed his life, he began to drift into a resignation that he would never solve the mystery. His writing was filled with negative words, sad descriptions, and a hint of sarcasm – none of which were present in either the written or spoken words of the present-day Rick. One such entry, Nikki thought, sounded even suicidal:
Today I have come to the realization I will probably never solve the mystery. Employment continues to elude me, thanks to an economy beaten dead by an economic depression the experts still insist is only a long recession. Without a family, no career, and a diminishing retirement account, I have nothing to offer the world.
A year after the tragic weekend, his journal entries had become terse and sporadic. When he did write, the words with which he described his life were introspective and disconsolate. It was clear this was a different person than the one with whom she was traveling.
She had read the first 15 months of Rick’s personal journal of life after the day he last saw his wife and daughter alive. Reaching for the lamp on the nightstand next to her, she turned off the light and closed her eyes. She tried to sleep, but couldn’t stop wondering what had transformed Rick from the sad person then to the man so at peace with himself now.
Restless, Nikki turned the light back on and decided to continue reading. She found the next entry, Majestic 43, the incident that both Rick and Liam had briefly discussed. An upbeat narrative, it began with the words:
Sunday, April 15 — Thirteen months and four weeks removed from The Tragedy … It is easy to consign our identity to the indelible disappointment of former days, yet difficult to recognize the compassion that our own sacrifices may have inspired in others.

Sunday, April 15, the Previous Year
ON AN AISLE SEAT IN THE BACK of a large jetliner cruising over the Pacific, Rick was asleep. The flight was dark, save for the glow of screens in front of passengers enjoying the brand new jetliner’s entertainment system.
In a few hours, he would be checking into the Hilton Hawaiian Village on Waikiki. His plan was to change, head down to the main pool, and dive in. He might even forget – if only for a moment – the searing memory of his last conversation with his wife and daughter.
“Passenger Morrow, please press your call button,” said a voice over the loudspeaker system. “Passenger Rick Morrow.”
Waking up, he tried to focus, fumbling with light switches before locating the call button at his seat.
“Do I really want to press this?” he wondered. He wanted to hide instead of drawing attention to himself, but he pressed the button anyway.
“Guess I better find out what they want.”
“Passenger Morrow?” said a voice from behind. It was a woman. She was one of the flight attendants.
“Yes. I’m Rick Morrow,” he said.
“Ah, I’ve … we’ve, ah,” said the flight attendant, hesitating as though she was trying to remember lines in a play. “We’ve located your paperwork, and it turns out we have the upgrade you requested. Go ahead and collect your carry-on items and I’ll escort you to your new seat assignment in first.”
“I don’t remember reques …”
“No, they did that,” she interrupted. “If you’ll come with me …”
“Who did that?” he asked as he collected his backpack, got up, and followed the flight attendant. She didn’t answer. Instead, she moved briskly up the right aisle, expecting him to follow.
Walking up the darkened cabin, he wondered who had made the requested upgrade. The flight attendant kept walking until she was at the front of the plane. She turned and waited for him to catch up.
“Why don’t you put your things here,” she said, pointing to a large overhead bin in the spacious first class section. Relieved of his things, he followed the motioning flight attendant back to the forward galley between the first and business class sections.
When they entered she drew the curtain behind them. “Mr. Morrow, I’m Elaine Toffler. I’m lead tonight.”
Elaine was an attractive divorcee in her late-thirties. She was visibly nervous, running her hand through medium-brown hair as she spoke.
Suddenly, the curtain opened, and a large African-American man stepped into the galley. Dressed in kakis and a pullover, the man towered over Rick and the flight attendant. Again she drew the curtain behind them. Rick looked puzzled but kept silent.
“Mr. Morrow?” The man said in a deep voice.
“Yes,” answered Rick. “Everything okay?”
“Not exactly,” said the flight attendant.
“Mr. Morrow,” the big man continued, pulling out identification, “My name is Jamaal Conyers. I’m an FBI SSA. I need to ask you some things, and then I need you to listen very carefully. We don’t have much time.”
“Okay,” said Rick, folding his arms, as he looked at the badge Conyers had in his hand.
“First, you are a pilot, is that correct?”
“That’s right.”
“Commercial?”
“Yeah. How do you know all that?”
“Mr. Morrow I, we’re going to need your help tonight,” Conyers continued, ignoring the question. “The second officer of this airplane is unconscious. We think someone deliberately slipped some kind of drug in his coffee back in San Francisco. The Captain, well, let’s just say he’s holding out, but he’s fading fast – probably from the same drug.”
“That’s terrible. You need me to help?” he asked, now incredulous.
“We don’t need you to help,” interrupted the flight attendant, “we need you to fly this plane!”
“You said you fly commercial? Another airline?” asked Conyers.
“Uh, yes. No. I’m certified commercial with a second-in-command rating … I fly … I mean I did fly a 318 for a large corporation … an Airbus. What I mean is I’m an Airbus 318 copilot. But I’m not Airline Transport certified. I’ve never flown a Boeing 787.”
Conyers and the flight attendant continued to stare at Rick, waiting for him to add something positive to his last statement.
“On my computer at home, I flight-simulated this type of aircraft. Just for fun. But you have to understand. I’m not a 787 pilot. It’s a little different. Airbus has fly-by-wire …”
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