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Storyline:
The Friends of Cassidy Wentworth call her brilliant, gorgeous, and sassy.
Her enemies called her reckless, stubborn, driven, unpredictable, ruthless.
Both views are accurate, but neither tells her breathtaking story!
When danger exploded in North Dallas, Texas, Cassidy was caught in a web of assassins, terrorists, and international intrigue. She escaped with fame, fortune and the love of her life.
She flies her father’s corporate jet and shoots like a Texas Ranger. Gifted in nuclear physics, her college professor scoffed at her attempt to invent a super high octane synthetic gasoline, and when she did it, he rallied his fellow radical Muslim jihad warriors and drug bosses, all hell-bent on stealing her billion-dollar brainchild. He badly underestimated and embarrassed her once; even blocking her entry into graduate school. She would make him pay the second time.
The conclusion of this thriller will convince you...There’s a New Tigress in Texas!
What Reviewers are saying...
Midwest Book Review:
This book has cross-generational appeal that comes along very seldom. It has intriguing twists and turns and you can never anticipate what will happen next. There is not a boring moment in this book. The characters are well thought-out and interesting. You won't just be reading, but seeing a movie in action...one of the best reads of 2010."
Five-Star Rating
READERS FAVORITE BOOK REVIEWS:
Dr. Cassidy Wentworth is the daughter of James Wentworth, President and CEO of a fortune 500 company based out of Dallas Texas has been working on top secret project and someone is out to get control of it one way or another. When hijacking her plane leads to a crash landing and death to the hijacker, Cassidy survives. Now she is under security protection. Her former boyfriend, the security patrol, and her parents are determined to get to the bottom of this. The leader of the terrorist group underestimated this brilliant stubborn woman that flies jets and shoots as well as any man if not better. The plot thickens and the security is strengthened. Will they smoke the top dog in the terrorist web out in the open before he makes good his threat against Cassidy?
Take one classy woman pilot, who holds a doctorate in Physics from Princeton University, a group of terrorist, drug lords and assassins and you have yourself a novel filled with suspense, intrigue and danger that will keep the reader spellbound to the end.
The characters in this book are well developed. The plot is action packed from the first page. This is an excellent read. It would make a great movie.
Whispering Winds Book Reviews:
"In my opinion your book (Danger Diva) was the best for 2010. God has given you a talent to share with everyone. I nominated your book for Book of the Year at Powell's Books and can't wait for your next adventure."
This book has cross-generational appeal that comes along very seldom. It has intriguing twists and turns and you can never anticipate what will happen next. There is not a boring moment in this book.
The characters are well thought out and interesting. All that this reviewer can say is “grabbed some pop corn and a coke before you start reading this book.” If you are like me then you won’t just be reading but seeing a movie in action.
Mr. Stamper is one heck of a storyteller. This is one of the best reads of 2010. What a way to end the year.
Five star rating.
Sandra Heptinstall
Rated PG, for violence and some sexual content.
Special acknowledgment to my wife and best friend, Judy. Our journey began in the seventh grade and gets better with time. Thanks for your patience and encouragement.
I am most fortunate to be surrounded by a wonderful family, and I thank each of them for the amazing love they radiate back to me...each day of my life.
DANGER DIVA is a work of fiction. All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
Another Cozy Thriller by Author Stan Stamper...
Also available at Smashwords and in print at quality on-line stores, including Barnes & Noble, Amazon, and the author’s website: stanstamper.com
Risk It All Storyline...
Pitting billionaire terrorist thugs against a rookie CIA agent would normally be the prelude to a hasty funeral. But Carissa Johnson defied the odds to survive not one, but two years before she had to play a trump card...a 9 mm bullet.
What not even the CIA saw coming was Tanner Stone, the gorgeous hunk who would steal her heart. Special Agent Carissa Johnson was stunned to learn the West Point grad was a Special Forces Commander on direct assignment by the President—to identify the woman who was laundering the dirty money from power-crazed Sheiks on the Arabian Peninsula—HER!
When cornered by al Qaida kingpins, Carissa puts her life on the line for a politician she despises, in hopes of saving the only man who ever touched her heart.
• “Stan Stamper is a writer to watch. RISK IT ALL is filled with suspense, adventure, excitement and love—something for all readers.”
—Sandra Heptinstall — Midwest Book Review
• “A nail biting, action packed, edge-of-your-seat thriller; a must have for your personal library! Excellent book!”
Nickie Hopkins — Whispering Winds Book Reviews
• “I really enjoyed this book!! Carissa understands what it means to be a patriot. She loves her country, though maybe not the president. ...You can’t help but imagine this could really happen. And Tanner, sure makes someone swoon!”
Nicole Hanson — Forbidden Reviews
• “A true page-turner. I enjoyed the story from beginning to end.”
ReadersFavorite (by Ellen H.)
The winds at Addison Airport in North Dallas were blustery from the north to the point that walking a straight line was nearly impossible. Cassidy had just finished the pre-flight walk-around required before taking off in her freshly painted Beechcraft Bonanza.
She laid her purse on the wing to free both hands to hold open the door against the gale.
Out of nowhere, the man exploded into her face. With brute force he slammed her into the cockpit and bounded into the seat beside her. With the look of Satan in his eyes, he hissed only one word—“GO!”
At 2,000 feet in the skies over Dallas, her actions were but a blur. Gripped with fear, her hands trembled on the controls. The seedy runt of a man sneered at her behind the barrel of a large black pistol. Dark skinned and unshaven, he smelled like a sewer.
Who is this man?
What could he want with me?
Am I being kidnapped?
Does he want to steal the plane?
Am I going to be raped, or killed?
Despite pilot training that conditioned her to be calm and collected in the face of emergency, Cassidy was frantic.
There is no possible way this flight is going to have a happy ending, she thought.
Gripped by panic and despair, Cassidy’s survival instincts commanded her attention. Words from her father flashed into her mind.
Cassidy, if you ever get into a situation where you are threatened by some person or persons, stay calm. You must come up with a means to destroy his plan—quickly, before he destroys you. Grab a knife or a gun and use it strongly. If you don’t have a knife or a gun, find something sharp and go for his eyes. Don’t be soft and don’t act with even an ounce of reservation. Do it with all your strength and repeatedly if you can.
Her father’s words gave her a split second of encouragement, but she knew she had to act.
She was taught to shoot while on hunting trips with her father and carried a concealed pistol in her purse. But where was the purse? It must have fallen on the tarmac as the man shoved her into the plane. The canister of MACE in her purse...also unavailable.
She looked for something sharp, but all that was within her reach was a pencil. Making a fist she put a death grip on the makeshift weapon and with all the strength she could muster, plunged it into the man’s left eye.
Not until she felt the base of her right hand against the man’s face did she relent.
The man screamed wildly. His left hand jerked to his eye. Blood sprayed the cockpit. “EeeeeeeeAaawwwaaa!”
Like a wounded animal, the assailant exploded, going berserk. His fist slammed into her temple and sent her head crashing into the frame of the aircraft.
The plane careened into an upside-down spiral and plummeted earthward.
It was only a matter of seconds...CRRRAAAAASSSHH!
“Sheriff, someone just reported a plane crashed on the old Johnson place this side of Red River. Can’t be more than three miles south of town.”
“I know where it is Lou. Call the fire department and tell them to get there quick. Get a Medivac chopper in the air—now! Call EMS and get an ambulance started that way. Tell Fred to get my car out in front—STAT. And tell Daisy to load up.”
Daisy was the only woman on the small sheriff’s force, sharp and dependable. She weighed about 160 pounds, but was a farm girl—all muscle. He liked working with her.
Sheriff Barnes stomped the gas and drove like a madman. Like a NASCAR veteran, he weaved his way through slower traffic until he saw the city limits sign. His siren screamed and the new light bar atop his cruiser reverberated off every shiny object, like a disco on steroids.
The hard surfaced road gave way to gravel, and the dust and loose rocks boiled out the back of Sheriff Barnes’ car.
A mile from the Johnson place corner, the bois d’arc tree lined road narrowed. The thorny branches banged the side of his car, making machinegun-like “whopping” sounds and stealing paint with each bang.
To hell with the paint, he thought.
Up ahead he saw the section corner that marked the beginning of the old Johnson place. Out here in the boonies there was no need to turn on his signal. Instead, he pounded the brake, jerked the wheel and pulled a Starsky and Hutch slide through the intersection. Regaining control, he gunned the car up the north lane.
There it was! Out in the pasture about 200 yards to the east, he saw the tail of an airplane sticking into the air—almost straight up.
Daisy had been bouncing about in the front seat like a margarita in a bartender’s shaker.
She regained her seat long enough to ask, “Where’s the gate?”
“No time for gates,” Barnes belched, yanking the steering wheel to the left between two 100 year-old bois d’arcs, slamming the car through the five-wire fence. The wires popped like strings off a banjo...k-ping, k-ping, k-ping.
In his rearview mirror, Barnes saw Bubba Bodine behind the wheel of the rural fire department water wagon. The simple-minded fire-fighting wanna-be was doing his best to keep up with the sheriff. Looking like the Pillsbury Doughboy in camo, Bubba had both elbows high in the air as he stood on the gas on the verge of out-of-control. Behind the fire engine another deputy’s car was eating dust from the two leaders.
A hundred feet from the crash, Barnes cut the wheel and slammed on the brakes. His car slid to a stop and he came out of it like John Wayne stepping off a horse, not bothering to close the door.
The crash scene dripped with high-octane aviation fuel and burned Barnes’ nose. Bubba fought the reel hose on the army surplus tanker and was losing the battle when he heard Barns yell, “No matches. No sparks. We’ve got hot gas fumes here.”
The cabin of the aluminum aircraft looked like a beer can run through a paper shredder. A man’s head, looking like a Voo-Doo doll hanging from a rearview mirror, grabbed the sheriff’s attention. It was skewered in a vertical position. The man had to be dead, because only a few strands of skin connected his head to his upper torso.
Was he alone in the craft?
Something confounded him. What was sticking out of the man’s eye? A pencil? What the hell?
He walked closer and saw another passenger in the cockpit.
Long flowing hair—obviously a woman.
She hung by her shoulder harness as if in a sling—lifeless.
“Daisy, take the number off the airplane’s tail. Call dispatch and have them call the FAA in Oklahoma City. Find out who this airplane is registered to. Have them call you back on your cell phone with that information. We don’t want these names broadcast until their next of kin has been notified.”
“Yes sir,” Daisy replied.
The sight of dead bodies was routine for law officers and Barnes had seen his share. His first thoughts were to pull identification from the victims, some sheets from his cruiser to cover their bodies, and start the process of notifying their families.
As he approached the cockpit, jagged bloodstained metal stuck out like serrated knives. Barnes remembered the first time he pulled a body out of a bad car crash and the glass impregnated into the victim’s flesh sliced his skin.
Careful to avoid the dangerous metal, he reached under the woman’s chin and pressed his finger into her throat, searching for a pulse.
Then she moved her hand.
“We’ve got a live one here!” he yelled, grabbing the attention of Bubba and other officers arriving at the scene. “Daisy, get on the radio and get that Medivac chopper in here, NOW.”
The sharp bite of the aviation fuel, literally dripping all around them, continued to burn the sheriff’s nose.
“Bubba, get that foam unit over here and hose everything but me and this woman down,” he barked. “One spark and we’re all toast.”
Bubba struggled with the hose reel, drawing more contempt from Sheriff Barnes, who knew he would have never landed the job if he hadn’t been a first cousin of one of the county commissioners.
“For Christ’s sake, Bubba, get some foam going. Daisy, there comes the chopper. Help them with a gurney and get someone over to the road and stop traffic—no one else in here but meds and feds.”
Barnes returned his attention to the woman. Lord only knew how busted up inside she was—a little bit of bleeding, but nothing gushing.
She’s either bled out, or maybe her blood pressure is so low...he thought.
“You’re gonna be okay little lady.”
On the brink of consciousness, her moans told two stories. One of pain; the other—life.
He took her hand, hoping to comfort her.
Before he could make a decision on how to help her, the EMS crew from the chopper arrived. There were three of them; the lead Paramedic was a man, another was an RN, and the third an EMT.
“Step aside, Sheriff,” the Paramedic said. “Let us see if we can help her.”
The EMT briefly looked at the man skewered in the wreckage.
“You can’t help him,” Barnes said. “Focus on the woman.”
One of the medics pulled a knife from his waist scabbard and carefully cut the shoulder harness from the woman and gently lowered her into the contorted front seat of the plane. Unable to find a flat spot near her on which to lay their backboard, the medics were forced to take a chance and lift her out of the wreckage.
She continued to moan, and in her condition, that was a good sign. In only a few more minutes, the EMS crew had her loaded with an IV in her arm as the chopper’s jet engine sounds grew and the craft leapt into the skies enroute to Parkland Hospital in Dallas.
After helping the EMS workers load her onto the backboard, Sheriff Barnes stepped back from the wreckage long enough to spit tobacco juice that had welled up in his lip.
He returned to the wreckage, searching for something to give meaning to the carnage.
The sight of the big black pistol, with the hammer cocked back laying in the right front seat, grabbed him. What the hell? What had just happened on this airplane?
He was about to yell for Daisy when she came up behind him with a note pad in her hand, but his attention was still on the fire truck driver. “For Christ’s sake Bubba, do I have to come over there and show you how to work the damn hose?”
“Sheriff, the plane is registered to Wentworth Aviation in Dallas. They’re located at Love Field,” Daisy advised.
“Call and tell them they’ve had a plane to go down. Tell them there was a woman on board, headed right now to Parkland Hospital. Nothing more.”
“Yes sir.”
Sheriff Barnes pulled his handkerchief from his pocket and carefully grasped the pistol with two fingers. He turned and sat it down on a portion of the airplane’s left wing that was broken in half behind him.
Ed Ellis was having a routine staff briefing at Wentworth Aviation’s fixed base operation (FBO) facility at Love Field. As chief flight instructor, he supervised three other instructors and three maintenance workers at the company’s aviation complex. They had all just poured a fresh cup of coffee for the 20-minute briefing when the phone rang.
“Wentworth Aviation, Ed Ellis speaking.”
“Mr. Ellis, I’m Daisy Atwood, with the Bryan County Sheriff’s Department up in Durant, Oklahoma. I need to talk to someone in charge there for Wentworth Aviation.
“I’m the head flight instructor, so I guess that would be me,” he said.
“Sir, I’m sorry to have to report this to you, but one of your company’s airplanes crashed thirty minutes ago just across the state line in Oklahoma.”
“Jesus Christ. Are you sure?”
“Yes, sir, the N-number on the plane was 732 WA. It’s a Beechcraft Bonanza, white, with red and blue stripes.”
“That’s Cassidy’s plane.”
“Sir, there’s been one confirmed fatality, a man, appears to be in his mid-forties. And there’s a brown-haired woman, mid-to-late twenties. Can you tell us who that might be?”
Ed was stunned.
“There’s a chance it’s Cassidy Wentworth. That was her airplane, but I have no idea who the man could have been. She planned to pick the plane up after it was freshly painted at Addison Airport. She always has her purse and licenses with her. Did you not find any identification on the woman?”
“No, sir.”
“I’m hesitant to call her parents until I’m sure it’s Cassidy Wentworth,” Ed said. “Her father is overseas. I could attempt to contact her mother and perhaps go to Parkland Hospital and confirm her identity,” he said.
“I think that would be a good idea,” the officer said. “The medical team transporting her will arrive at Parkland in about 10 minutes.”
“I will find her mother and head to the hospital,” Ellis said.
After taking the call, Ed felt sick to his stomach.
Cassidy wasn’t just the boss’s daughter; she was the pride and joy of the entire aviation company. All of the flight instructors had flown with her as she advanced from private pilot, to advanced ratings: commercial, instrument, multi-engine, flight instructor and ultimately becoming qualified to fly the company’s jets.
This can’t be, Ed thought. What will I say to her mother, Jackie?
Still in a state of shock over the information, Ed told his flight instructors about the officer’s report and warned them not to discuss it with anyone.
“Our operation is shut down, right now,” Ed said. “I want everyone available to help follow up on this in whatever manner Cliff Blevins directs.”
Blevins was the company’s Executive Vice President, and about the closest thing to the boss, Big Jim Wentworth, as you could find.
That’s it, Ed thought. I can’t tell Jackie about this. I need to notify Cliff and let him tell her.
He dialed Cliff’s direct extension by memory.
“Cliff Blevins,” he heard on the line.
“Cliff, this is Ed Ellis. I’ve just been given some terrible news.”
“Settle down Ed,” Cliff said. “It can’t be that bad.”
“I’m afraid it’s worse than bad,” Ed said. “Cliff, it’s Cassidy. Her plane has crashed across the state line up in Oklahoma. I just got off the phone with a deputy sheriff up there. She confirmed there was one dead male in the airplane, and a woman who matches Cassidy’s description. She’s being rushed to Parkland Hospital this very minute. Jesus Christ, Cliff, this is just awful!”
As an old decorated fighter pilot himself, having flown at the end of the Vietnam conflict with Cassidy’s father, Cliff had seen his share of grief—and death.
Trying to accept the possibility that his best friend’s daughter might die in a plane crash, stunned him.
“They don’t have positive identification?” Cliff asked.
“No. They said there was no purse or other identification in the aircraft, but the plane, Cliff, it was definitely Cassidy’s. She was supposed to pick it up from Addison Airport at 8 this morning.”
“Shut everything you have down immediately. Grab a chopper and get Moose Foster and Bear Norris on their way to the crash site ASAP. No one talks to the press or media but me. I’m on my way to Cassidy’s parents’ house to get Jackie and we’ll go immediately to Parkland. I want a report every 15 minutes,” Cliff said.
Ed found himself holding a phone with no one on the other end. He turned to his staff and relayed the orders.
From the company’s corporate offices where Cliff took the call, he told his secretary, Jane Simmons to bring the Alpha Six team together, knowing it would take only 10 minutes to do so. When Cliff and Big Jim were flying together in the final days of the Vietnam War, they wrote a business plan for a modern corporation. The most important component of their business model was to have a small division in charge of gathering information including dealing with elements inside the corporation that were less than loyal. It was the corporate version of a covert ops group and their squad was called Alpha Six.
“Get Jackie Wentworth on the phone for me,” he told Simmons. “Tell her I’m on my way out to talk to her. I’ll be there in 10 minutes. I will talk to you and the Alpha Six team while enroute to the Wentworth residence. As soon as you get Jackie on the phone, patch her through to my cell,” Cliff said, as he made a direct move to the elevator doors on the 11th floor.
As Cliff charged off the elevator in the executive garage, Simmons rang his cell. “Mr. Blevins, Mrs. Wentworth is on the phone.”
Jackie was taking her morning swim when she heard the roam phone ring at the shallow end of the pool. She yelled for Jose, the yard and pool man, to get the phone for her.
“It ees for ju,” Jose said, in broken English, holding the phone up for her.
Jackie got into no hurry, doing the breaststroke for the length of the pool, before accepting the phone from Jose, unaware of the impending news from Cliff.
“Dear God, no!” she screamed.
After hearing Cliff’s explanation of what had taken place, her knees would no longer hold her up, and she collapsed onto the deck of the pool.
Cliff had to wait a full sixty seconds while Jose helped Jackie sit at the end of a blue chaise lounge. For Jackie, this was the call that she dreaded most.
“Jackie, listen to me,” Cliff said.
“Have Jose drive you to Parkland Hospital, immediately. I’ll be there when you arrive.”
As Cliff completed his directions to Jackie, his phone signaled another call trying to ring in. It was Jane Simmons.
“Mr. Blevins, the Alpha Six team is assembled.”
“Put me on the speakerphone,” Cliff said.
“Alright men, listen up,” Cliff barked. “Moose, you and Bear grab your gear and move immediately to the heliport on top of the building. Ed Ellis is sending a helicopter as we speak. We’ve been told that Cassidy Wentworth has crashed across the state line up in Oklahoma. One confirmed dead in her plane, identity unknown. Cassidy is said to be enroute via EMS to Parkland. I’m on my way there to meet her mother. Kelley, I want you to go straight to Addison Airport and find out everything you can about how this flight originated. Who was on Cassidy’s plane and why was he there? Until further notice, everything I have said is graveyard. This all has a tight lid on it, understand?”
Cliff paused yelling orders long enough to hear a unanimous, “Yes sir,” from his team.
Cliff jumped into his Lexus SUV and stomped the gas. As he careened out of the parking lot, he switched his radio to KMLV-FM and heard a news reporter.
“This is a KMLV radio bulletin. We have just received word that a Dallas-based aircraft, owned by Wentworth Aviation, has crashed north of the Red River in Oklahoma. Authorities have confirmed one dead and one in critical condition, being transported to Parkland Hospital by air ambulance. We will bring you additional information as it becomes available.”
In only a few minutes, Cliff pulled into the Parkland Hospital visitor’s parking lot. He could see a medivac helicopter on top of the building, and speculated that Cassidy may have just arrived, as the blades of the chopper were still rotating.
He sprinted from his vehicle to the emergency room entrance, where he was confronted by a security officer and numerous long-faced staff members.
As he stood in the ER entrance, a black Mercedes sedan skidded to an abrupt stop at the curb outside. Jackie Wentworth bolted from it toward the hospital ER.
Jackie exploded through the ER door and immediately spotted Cliff.
“Cliff,” she demanded, “Are you sure it’s Cassidy? Can I see her?”
“We don’t know anything yet,” Cliff said. “Come with me, and we will see if they will tell us anything.”
Jackie stuck close to Cliff as he walked to the nurse’s desk and identified himself.
“Third door on the right,” the clerk said casually, acting as if there wasn’t anything big going on.
When Cliff and Jackie turned into the third room, they saw four workers bent over a table tending to someone. There were tubes running everywhere from the woman, and Jackie didn’t wait for permission to approach the table.
She abruptly pulled one of the ER nurses to the side, hoping against hope that the woman on the stainless steel table wasn’t her daughter—but it was.
“Oh my God!” Jackie shrieked, giving Clifford the signal he needed to make the call he didn’t want to make.
He stepped into the hallway of the ER and again called Jane Simmons. When the Alpha Six team had been officially activated, Jane was code named Juliet. The boss, Big Jim Wentworth was Elm, and Clifford was Hickory. Elm and Hickory were code names the two were given as Air Force fighter pilots when they flew together in Vietnam. All the pilots based out of Korat Royal Thai Air Base had call signs named after trees.
“Jane Simmons.”
“Juliette, this is Hickory. I want you to get Elm on the phone—stat.”
“Sir, he’s in Dubai and they’re nine hours ahead of us.”
“No matter. Patch him through when you track him down. Also, as soon as Falcon 1 and Cobra I have arrived at the crash site in Oklahoma, put them through to me.”
Cliff walked back down the hall, hoping that Cassidy was still alive.
The smell of isopropyl alcohol hung in the air as the medical team examined Cassidy’s bruises and cuts. Her color was ashen. To the side of her bed, a monitor slowly blipped her heartbeat and blood pressure numbers. The ER docs and nursing staff were working at a frenzied pace. He could see her heartbeat was only 40 beats per minute. Her blood pressure was showing 70 over 40.
Cliff felt his phone vibrate in his pocket, and stepped back into the hall to take the call.
Cliff felt the eyes of a dozen people on him, as they waited in the ER for news of their loved one.
He moved quickly down the hall to a utility closet and stepped inside.
“Cliff, Jim. What’s up?”
“Boss, I’m afraid I have some horrible news to share. About an hour ago, we received word that Cassidy’s Bonanza crashed a few miles north of the Red River in Oklahoma.
“The sheriff up there confirms one dead in the plane, and Cassidy was transported back to Parkland Hospital in Dallas. At this time, we don’t have an ID on the dead person, and we don’t know why he was in the plane.
“Jackie is at Cassidy’s side right now, and doctors are working feverishly on her.
“Jim, Cassidy is still not out of the woods. Doctors aren’t sure she’s going to make it,” Cliff said, uncomfortably.
“Holy Mother of God!” Jim said. “What happened? Who was on the plane with her?”
“Jim, we just don’t have any answers. I’ve got everyone working on it.”
“Cliff, you know how I want this handled.
“Call the hospital and get the administrator, Hank Bowen down to the ER and be sure he has the best doctors available working on Cassidy. Tell him to call Baylor Medical Center and get their specialist up there. Find out who was in the plane with Cassidy and everything there is to know about him. Who is he? Where did he come from? Who knows him? What does he do? If you have any problem or if the Oklahoma sheriff won’t give you all the information he has, get it anyway...buy him if you must.”
“Do you want me to get our legal people on top of this?” Cliff asked.
“Hell no. Not right now,” Jim yelled. “I may well need them before this is over to get me out of jail, but right now, we’re going to do this my way.
“I’m going straight to the airport right now and will be heading to Incirlik Air Base in Turkey. Call our friends at the Pentagon and get me a clearance in there. Call one of the Generals we do military contracts for. Pull some strings and get me a fighter jet ride home or on something supersonic. I will be talking to the Strategic Air Command control center, so just tell the military to let SAC know if a fast ride for me becomes available.
“You can reach me in the plane after we lift off, so keep me briefed every 30 minutes. Cliff, stay close to Cassidy and Jackie and be sure we’ve got the best docs in Texas looking after her.”
“Got it boss. Talk to you in 30 minutes.”
Forty minutes after Clifford dispatched the Alpha Six team, Moose Foster and Bear Norris were in the company helicopter headed north. After only 30 minutes in the air, they spotted the site of the crash and made no attempt to circle, but landed straight-in, coming very close to the myriad of police and rescue vehicles that were already scattered around the broken airplane.
Except for the number on the aircraft, they would have never been able to tell it was Cassidy’s Bonanza because of the extensive damage.
“How could anyone survive that crash?” Norris said, as they stepped from the chopper while the rotor blades were still whooshing overhead. Parts of the plane were scattered across an area about half the size of a football field. Both wings were broken off and there was a sizeable crater where the front of the airplane impacted the ground. The propeller was twisted like a banana and the engine wasn’t even attached to the plane. The cabin was opened up like can of Spam, except the metal was peeled back in a jagged fashion.
It appeared the medical examiner was evaluating the condition of someone who was obviously killed in the crash. A big cop was apparently in charge, because he yelled almost constantly at one of the volunteer firemen.
“Sheriff, we’re here from Wentworth Aviation,” Foster said to the officer. “Do you have any identification on the man in the plane.”
“Sheriff Jim Barnes,” the officer said, extending his hand to Foster but looking at him with a bit of skepticism.
“Sir, I’m Moose Foster and this is Bear Norris. We are both retired FBI and now we work in a special unit for Wentworth Corporation. The young lady flying this plane was the daughter of the owner of our company, the corporation’s boss. She was an accomplished pilot and even a flight instructor. This would have never happened unless there were unusual circumstances.”
“We’re running the vic’s name right now and trying to notify next of kin,” the Sheriff said. “You guys know who he could be?”
“Nope. In fact, we weren’t aware she was supposed to have anyone with her. Is there a chance he may have tried to hijack the plane?”
“Interesting thought,” Sheriff Barnes said. “Walk over here with me. Let me show you something.”
Sheriff Barnes was careful not to disturb the crash scene, especially now that one of the FAA’s crash investigators had arrived. They walked closer to the cockpit area of the plane where the ME was examining the man’s emaciated body.
“We’ve got a man here with a #2 pencil stuck about six inches into his left eye, and when they picked the lady up, we found this with the safety off and the hammer back,” he said, pointing to a 45 caliber semi-automatic pistol that was lying on the left wing, with a cloth rag covering it.
Though details of the scene spoke volumes to Norris and Foster, they didn’t want to share any information with the sheriff that wasn’t mandatory.
“Sheriff, we appreciate your support, and everything your people did to help Ms. Wentworth. We’ll leave you to your work and get in touch with you later,” Foster said.
They turned and walked from the crash, stopping only to talk to the red-faced man who struggled to roll up fire hose.
“Afternoon, sir,” Norris said, flashing some phony credentials. “I’m agent Sparks and this is Agent Adams, we’re special agents with the FBI. Can you tell us who pulled the man’s ID and is working to notify his next of kin?”
“Howdy officers. I’m Andy Mike Bodine, but everyone calls me Bubba. The deputy sheriff over there, Daisy Atwood, has the man’s billfold. She told me he was a rag-head...had a funny name, like Ak-med or Mo-hammad. She’s in that gold-colored cruiser calling it in,” Bubba said, pausing to spit.
Foster and Norris eased over to the patrol cruiser, taking care not to disturb the makeshift crime scene. The officer was talking on her cell phone and taking notes. Foster moved closer hoping to get a better look at her writing without being overly obvious about it.
A...h...me...d H...uss...e...in M..a...hd...i. — Foster was able to jot down.
After completing her phone call, the officer asked the men, “Can I help you gentlemen?”
“Yes, officer, we’re both retired FBI, now working for Wentworth Corporation,” Foster said. “We think the woman in the airplane is the daughter of the president of the corporation. We’d like all the information you can possibly provide us about the man in the airplane.”
Daisy wanted to accommodate the men, but providing them with information at this stage of the investigation was outside of her authority and she was extra cautious not to take an action that might subject her to a reprimand.
“I’d love to help you gentlemen, but my boss over there, Sheriff Barnes, would fire my ass on the spot if I provided you any information without his approval.”
“Ma’am, I fully understand, and your reply is most professional except for two things. My partner and I are still reserve FBI officers, and that means FED. Also, as soon as the NTSB gets here, you are going to give your information to them, and they are going to hand it over to us. We can’t help that dead man over there with 20 pieces of aluminum shoved up his ass and a pencil in his eye, and pray tell for some reason brought a loaded automatic pistol into this woman’s airplane. We also can’t help Ms. Wentworth, because she’s lying on a cold stainless steel operating table at Parkland Hospital if she’s even still alive. We could be dealing with an act of terrorism here and the sooner we find out who this man is, or if he’s Timothy McVeigh’s cousin, the quicker we can be sure there aren’t other airplanes out there being hijacked for some kind of air-delivered bomb or worse. I’m asking for some respect here, or would you prefer I make a scene and jerk your boss over here and get the information from him or just take over this entire investigation?”
Daisy was literally trembling before Foster completed his lecture. “His name is Ahmed Hussein Mahdi. His address is 7579 East Arapaho, in Dallas.”
“Officer Atwood, your professionalism is appreciated,” Foster said, as he and Bear Norris turned and walked hastily to their helicopter.
After talking to Big Jim, Cliff made his way back to the emergency room surgical area. Cassidy’s vitals had not improved and on some cycles, her blood pressure plummeted to near death levels. Jackie still held onto her hand and the look on her face was anything but positive.
Cliff stood in the door of the room, when one of the doctors working on Cassidy stepped away from the table and asked Jackie to join him.
“Ma’am, I’m Doctor Waters. I regret to report that your daughter is in very critical condition and we have done about all we can for her at this time. We need to ask you to wait in the ICU waiting area for a few minutes while we do a cranial MRI. We have both of her lungs inflated now, and that should help increase her blood pressure, but her cardiac function is all over the place. In all likelihood, we have some brain damage and the MRI will confirm that and tell us what we’re up against. If the MRI indicates a need for surgery, I will need to get your approval. This will take at least 40 minutes; so try to get some rest. If you have any family close by, I suggest you call them all in.”
Cliff had his arm around Jackie, but the doctor’s last words caused her knees to buckle and Cliff had to help her into a seat.
Jackie was no longer capable of maintaining her composure and she dropped her head into her hands and cried hysterically, as Cliff did all he could do to console her.
He wanted to check in with Juliette at their corporate headquarters, but at the moment, he needed to stay with Jackie. He was relieved, when he saw his wife Peggy charge through the door to the ICU waiting room.
“Dear God, Cliff, I heard Cassidy was in a plane crash,” Peggy said, as she walked over and took Jackie’s hand. All of Peggy’s fears were quickly confirmed, as Jackie stood up and fiercely clutched her arm, unable to control her emotions.
Cliff led the women to the corner of the ICU waiting room away from a half-dozen other people who were also waiting for news of their loved ones.
Cliff tried to brief Peggy on the information he had. “All we know at present is that Cassidy was supposed to pick up her plane at Addison Airport around 8 a.m. this morning and return to Love Field. We were notified about 8:45 by the Sheriff in Bryan County near Durant, Oklahoma, that a plane had gone down just a few miles north of the Red River. They gave us the N-Number which matched Cassidy’s plane,” Cliff said.
“We’ve got some other loose ends,” Cliff added. “There was a man on the plane and he is confirmed to be deceased. I sent Moose Foster and Bear up there an hour ago and we should be hearing from them any minute.”
“I talked to Big Jim a bit ago. He should be leaving Dubai about now, headed to Incirlik Air Base in Turkey. We’re going to make an effort to get him a supersonic military ride back from there. I need to excuse myself a few minutes, to be sure we are getting some things done to accommodate Jim, and coordinate some of the team’s efforts,” Cliff said, leaving the women alone.
Cliff bounded into the hall and radioed Juliette on his VHF transceiver and received an immediate reply.
“This is Juliette, go Hickory.”
“What’s the latest from Moose and Bear?”
“Sir, Cobra 1 (Bear Norris) and Falcon 1 (Foster) are both on their way back from the crash site. They have the name of the man who was in the plane with Cassidy. McKinney, Kelly and I are in the process of gathering complete information about the man from all of our sources,” Juliette said.
“Tell Cobra 1 to bring the chopper to Parkland. Arrange for a small conference room for us as close to the ICU waiting room as possible and we’ll make that a temporary command center,” Cliff said.
“Roger, sir.”
Cliff thought to himself. I’ve got to make some quick arrangements for Big Jim, ˆHis thoughts were interrupted by the television overhead in one of the hallway waiting lounges.
“This is Newsline 9, with an update on that plane crash we reported earlier in southern Oklahoma. Newsline 9 has learned that the pilot of the airplane was Cassidy Wentworth, 26 year-old daughter of James and Jacqueline Wentworth of Dallas. Mr. Wentworth is the President and CEO of Wentworth International, a fortune 500 company based in Dallas. Miss Wentworth recently was in the national news when she became the youngest student in the history of Princeton University to complete her doctorate in physics at the age of 26. Our sources tell us that she has been transported to Parkland Hospital in Dallas where she is in critical condition. Another passenger in the aircraft at the time of the crash, whose name is being withheld, is confirmed to have suffered fatal injuries. This is Newsline 9 and we will keep you advised as this story continues to develop.”
As the television reporter gave his report, a close-up photo of the crash scene was displayed in the background.
Jesus Christ, Cliff thought. How did she survive that?
His thoughts were interrupted by the vibration of his cell phone.
“Mr. Blevins, I have General Young on the phone for you,” Jane Simmons said.
“General, Cliff Blevins.”
General Young was puffing an illegal Cuban cigar in his Pentagon office, a stone’s throw from the Potomac in Washington D.C., when Cliff came on the line. “Afternoon Cliff, how are things in Dallas?”
“We’re in a bad way down here sir, and Mr. Wentworth is asking for a big favor.”
“I’m sorry to hear that Cliff. How can I help you?”
“General, Jim’s daughter has been involved in a nasty plane crash and she’s in critical condition. Doctors aren’t giving the family any encouragement. I’m trying to find a fast ride home for Jim from Dubai. I’ve got him enroute to Incirlik Air Base in Turkey, Sir, hoping that you can get him a fast jump seat ride home.”
“I haven’t forgotten some of the favors you and Jim did for me Cliff, when we were flying together in ‘Nam. If it weren’t for Jim saving my ass in Laos, you’d be talking to someone else right now. Tell Elm, the Blue Spruce is glad to have his 6. There’ll be a plane waiting for him when he gets to Incirlik, and Hickory, tell Mrs. Wentworth she and her daughter are in our prayers.”
“Thanks General,” Cliff said. “Big Jim won’t forget your kindness.”
After their chopper landed in a grassy area 50 yards from the Parkland Hospital emergency room, Falcon and Cobra jogged into the building and were greeted by Hickory.
As the silver chopper’s rotor blades spun to a stop, Cliff escorted them to a small conference area up the hall from the ICU waiting room and they stepped inside. The room had a flip-chart pad on an easel in one corner, a small conference table and six chairs.
“Everyone grab a seat, we need to check with headquarters and see what they can tell us about our mystery man, who was on the airplane with Cassidy,” Cliff said.
He pulled his cell phone and pushed an auto-dial button.
“Juliette,” he heard from the other end.
“Hickory here. Give me all you have on our mystery man,” he said, laying his phone on the table and placing it in the speakerphone mode.
“Rainbow 1 (McKinney) has run his traps and he has several pages of information on our perp,” Juliette reported. “His name is Ahmed Hussein Mahdi and he has been under FBI and CIA scrutiny for more than a year. He is one of a dozen Muslims who operate out of a north Dallas county mosque. According to sources whom we can’t quote, he travels frequently and was in Yemen only a week ago. We believe he is a mid-level operative in a terrorist sleeper cell in Dallas, responsible for a three state jihad district,” she added.
Cliff stepped to the corner of the table, turned over the first page, picked up the marker and asked, “Do we know who some of his running buddies are, and whether or not they are involved in some kind of major operation in which they needed a private aircraft?”
“We have names of three other individuals he is known to frequently hang out with, and we are gathering information on them as we speak,” Juliette advised. She gave Cliff their names and he wrote them onto the flip-pad.
“Rainbow 1 and Bulldog (Jerry Kelly) are working with our external friends and will have substantial information on them within the hour.”
“Roger that, Juliette,” Cliff said, before terminating the call.
“What can you report from the crash scene?” Cliff asked.
“Boss, it’s hard to imagine anyone surviving this crash. The plane was in a hundred pieces and obviously hit the ground very hard,” Norris said. “After looking over the evidence, it looks like we’ve got a skyjacking event here, and it appears that Cassidy put up a noble fight.”
“What brings you to those conclusions?” Cliff asked.
“For starters, the sheriff at the crash scene showed us a .45 caliber semi-automatic pistol that was found in the floorboard of the aircraft. The safety was off and the hammer was cocked back. We all know Cassidy carries a Glock 9 millimeter pistol in her purse, which was not present in the aircraft. We learned after leaving the crash that Cassidy’s purse, including her billfold, licenses and pistol, were found on the tarmac at Addison airport immediately after she left there this morning. One piece of information that convinces us this is a skyjacking is our perp had a number 2 yellow pencil fully buried under his left eye. Cassidy simply fought back against a terrorist with the only thing available to her...a pencil,” Foster said.
“Okay, let’s take a 10 minute break,” Cliff said, knowing he needed to check in with Big Jim.
Cliff stepped out of the small conference room into the hallway, walking once again down to the lounge area where he had heard the television broadcast a half-hour earlier.
He punched in the number of headquarters, and Juliette answered.
“Hook me up with Big Jim,” he told Juliette.
“Yes sir. I’ll ring you back,” she replied.
Cliff had been away from Jackie for nearly 30 minutes and he was beginning to worry about her. The fact that neither she nor his wife Peggy had made their presence was reassuring...at least Cassidy was still alive.
Cliff’s attention was grabbed once again by the sound of the television announcer.
“This is Newsline 9 reporting live from Parkland hospital, where a young Dallas woman continues to cling to life after her aircraft was involved in a massive crash 90 miles north of Dallas in Oklahoma this morning. Ms. Wentworth remains in critical condition in Parkland hospital and is undergoing surgery at this time. Agents with the National Transportation Safety Board, assigned to investigate the crash, are not releasing the name of the man who was on the plane with Ms. Wentworth. However, anonymous sources have told Newsline 9 that there is evidence this crash may not have been an accident. Newsline 9 will bring you further updates about this event as it becomes available.”
Shit, Cliff thought to himself. I can’t believe how the media seem to come up with information almost as fast we do.
He knew he needed to brief Big Jim if he could get him on the phone in the skies over the United Arab Emirates.
Cliff knew he had to check on Jackie and Peggy, and he started down the hall.
He found them in the ICU waiting room, and this time Jackie was more composed, though clearly still distraught from the events.
Peggy was first to speak.
Since Cliff left her with Jackie a half-hour earlier, Peggy herself had become shaken.
While holding Jackie’s hand, Peggy spoke. “They’ve taken Cassidy in for surgery. The MRI showed three significant injuries to her brain. The doctors say two of them appear to be concussions with routine bruises. One of them, however, was a very severe blow that caused bleeding behind the skull. The doctors said they were going to drill two holes into...”
Peggy’s explanation was cut short by Jackie’s reaction to hearing her verbal report about her daughter, as she began to sob uncontrollably.
“It’s okay,” Cliff tried to reassure Jackie, as his phone began to vibrate.
“Blevins,” he answered.
“I’m connecting you with Mr. Wentworth,” Juliette said.
“Cliff, can you hear me?”
“I can hear you clearly. Where are you?” Cliff asked.
“I’m 20 minutes out of Incirlik Air Base,” Jim said. “Bring me up to date Cliff.”
“Jim, I have Jackie right here. Let me put her on.”
“Can you hear me Jim?” Jackie asked.
“Yes, Jackie, how is Cassidy doing?”
“Jim, the doctors don’t know if she’s going to make it,” Jackie sobbed.
“Jackie, let me assure you, she will survive,” Jim said. “She’s tough. She will pull through.”
“Jim, I need you here,” Jackie said.
“I’m on my way,” he said, with a noticeable break in his voice. “Jackie, stay strong. We’ve got a determined girl and if anyone can beat this, she can. I love you.”
Jackie was unable to talk, and Cliff took the phone from her.
“Jim, remember Blue Spruce?”
“Sure, I remember,” Jim said. “We flew cover for him for three hours after he got shot down in Laos before the Jolly Green could get in and rescue him.”
“He’s a General now. Said he would have a fast bird on the ramp with your name on it when you land at Incirlik. We don’t know how close to Dallas they will be able to bring you, but as soon as you are back in the states, have them give us a call, and we’ll be there.”
“What have you found out about the passenger?” Jim asked.
“McKinney and Kelley are working their connections at the Bureau and at Homeland Security to see if they have a mole at the Dallas Mosque. We know the Imam over there, but we don’t think there’s any chance he will roll over on anyone involved in one of their sleeper cells,” Cliff said.
“But he would roll over if one of his subjects has gotten involved in some action outside the scope of jihad, because such an action would bring attention and scrutiny into the Mosque, and you can be sure they don’t want that,” Jim said.
“Within a few hours we should have someone undercover inside the Mosque who can make that point clear to the Imam,” Cliff said.
“If the Imam doesn’t give us names by noon, make it clear to him that his life is going to start looking like a nightmare,” Jim said. “Once he gives up the people who are involved in this, I want you to lean on them Cliff. I mean lean hard. Do whatever it takes. If I have to get involved, they’re gonna think water boarding is a friggin’ picnic.”
“I understand, boss.”
“I’ll call when we’re back in country,” Jim said before terminating the call. He wondered if he would have the opportunity to see his daughter alive again.
* * * * *
Cliff checked his watch, surprised that the day had raced past. It was 9 p.m. and Cassidy was still in surgery. The empty feeling in his stomach came from two sources. One was due to the fact that he hadn’t eaten anything all day. He could tell his energy level was running low. The other was his dejection.
He knew Jackie wouldn’t leave the hospital and Peggy wouldn’t leave her, so he called Juliette and requested some food be brought to them.
He returned to the small conference room and found both Norris and Foster on their phones running down leads on the dead Muslim found in Cassidy’s plane.
“We’ve got a pretty good history on Mahdi,” Foster told Cliff.
“He arrived in Texas about a year ago, and went to work in Houston. He works for a shipping company that is known to be a cover for several radical Muslim sleeper cells scattered in a number of medium to large cities in the Midwest,” Foster said, while writing the name of the shipping company on the flip chart. “Mahdi was a shipping container broker and we suspect that whoever he was working with may be also. This gives members of their unit the freedom and the cover to travel freely and do business with about anyone or any country. It also gives them an opportunity to move a large amount of money around without anyone possibly knowing how much or its ultimate destination,” Foster said.
“Before he moved to Houston, he worked for a sister shipping company in Yemen. We think his cousin was involved in the bombing of the USS Cole on Oct. 1, 2000 at Port Aden on the Arabian Peninsula. That attack killed 17 American soldiers and injured 36 more. Mahdi bragged openly after that attack in praise of his cousin,” Foster added.
Norris spoke up. “The gun found in Cassidy’s plane was stolen last year north of Houston in Conroe, from a National Guard Armory. Altogether there were 40 pistols, 10 AR-15 fully automatic rifles and even two shoulder weapons taken. We can assume whatever sleeper cell Mahdi is working out of is well armed.”
“When do you expect feedback from our FBI and Homeland Security contacts?” Cliff asked Foster.
“Actually, they’re running their traps right now, but I don’t expect information from them before 10 in the morning.”
“Tomorrow looks like another long day,” Cliff said. “Moose, you and Bear go ahead and take it to the house. I’m not sure when Big Jim will arrive, but I expect him here by sunrise. Let’s meet here at 7 a.m. I’ll have McKinney pull an all-nighter getting as much background as possible on Mahdi and anyone with a pattern of being around him.”
After dismissing his two agents, Cliff returned to the ICU waiting room. Peggy was finishing up a burger and an order of fries, but Jackie was beyond exhausted and had fallen asleep, apparently before eating anything.
When Peggy saw Cliff entering, she stood up and walked over to him.
“Cliff, this is just awful,” she said, putting her arms around him.
“I know,” he said. “This is a nightmare and I’m afraid it’s not over yet.”
“I’m not sure what you mean, not over. Do you think Cassidy’s going to...”
“I don’t know, but she’s definitely not out of the woods. I’m worried about how I’m going to keep Big Jim under control once he gets here. Under normal circumstances, he’s pretty rational, but we’re not dealing with normal circumstances here...not where Cassidy is involved.”
As Cliff and Peggy were talking, a news carrier tossed the early morning newspaper edition into the ICU waiting room. The front page featured a photo of Cassidy’s plane and a number of officers and investigators combing the wreckage.
“My God,” Peggy said, after seeing the photo for the first time. She turned her head to check on Jackie, not wanting her to see the crash photo under the present circumstances.
Cliff and Peggy sat down and started reading the newspaper’s account.
“A Dallas woman remains in critical condition at Parkland Hospital after her late model Beechcraft Bonanza crashed at 8:42 a.m. Friday morning approximately three miles north of the Red River near Durant, Oklahoma. Officials have identified the pilot of the aircraft as Dr. Cassidy Wentworth, the 26 year-old daughter of James and Jacqueline Wentworth of Dallas.
“Authorities have not released the name of a 40 year-old male passenger, who died in the crash. The flight originated from Addison Airport in north Dallas and Ms. Wentworth reportedly suffered severe head and trunk injuries and was undergoing surgery at Parkland Hospital at press time Friday evening.
“She gained national attention when she was named the youngest student in the history of Princeton University to receive a doctorate in physics. According to anonymous sources, she recently returned to Dallas to work on a major project for which she acquired a number of patents.
“Ms. Wentworth was an honor student while at Southern Methodist University. She received her undergraduate degree magna cum laude in physics from SMU before being accepted to Princeton, where she completed both her masters and doctorate in physics, specializing in nuclear physics.
“According to Dr. Ronald Foss, Dean of the Princeton School of Physics and Applied Science, Ms. Wentworth was the most gifted student the university had ever enrolled in the discipline of physics. He recently was quoted as saying her doctoral dissertation exposed a number of new concepts in combustion engineering that were without precedent. Her work has physicists around the world sitting on the edges of their chairs,” Dr. Foss was reported as saying during a recent symposium.
“The Morning News was told by one source, which wished to remain anonymous, that the man yet to be identified in the Wentworth aircraft may have been under observation by federal authorities in another matter.”
“Roll this newspaper up and put it in your purse,” he told Peggy, not wanting Jackie to see it.
Cliff’s comment was interrupted by two men entering the ICU waiting room.
Both were wearing surgical garb. One appeared to be middle aged with some gray hair showing at the back and sides of his head. The other was surprisingly young, perhaps in his early 30s.
They walked up to Peggy and asked, “Mrs. Wentworth?”
“No, that’s Mrs. Wentworth sleeping over there in the corner,” Peggy said, pointing to Jackie. There were another half-dozen people also sitting with them in the ICU waiting room.
“We need to give her an update on how the surgery went if you don’t mind waking her,” the older doctor said.
As Peggy walked to wake Jackie up, she was relieved that at least so far, the worst had been avoided. Jackie was getting some much-needed rest and she hated to wake her.
“Jackie. It’s the doctors. They want to tell you about Cassidy.”
Jackie was confused when she awoke. The sight of the two brain surgeons standing before her, with her friends, Peggy and Cliff Blevins, brought her back to the frightening reality she had to face.
“Cassidy? How’s my Cassidy doing?” she said, with a frightened look on her face.
“Mrs. Wentworth, I’m Doctor Shull,” the older doctor said, “and this is Dr. Kessler. We have spent a great deal of time repairing several arteries that were damaged in the Occipital Lobe and the Wernicke’s area of your daughter’s brain. Although we are pleased with the way things are going, it is far too early to know whether she will survive.”
The doctor’s words were like blows to Jackie’s gut, and she struggled to breathe.
“Also,” the younger doctor interjected, “the location of these injuries is of concern to us. One of the areas controls vision and the other controls speech. Even if your daughter is able to survive these blows, it’s too early to tell whether she will be able to see or talk again. She has numerous other injuries including some severe abdominal muscle tears, bruising and multiple broken ribs, but those are to be expected after such a crash.”
Before the doctors could offer any words of encouragement, Jackie collapsed. The doctors helped Cliff lift her into a chair where she slumped forward, sobbing uncontrollably, her face buried into her hands.
“I’ll have the nurse arrange a place for her to lie down and perhaps a sedative,” Dr. Shull said. “Ms. Wentworth has been taken to ICU and will have the best care possible. We wanted to tell you straight-up what we’re dealing with,” he added.
“Thanks doc,” Cliff said, as the two physicians turned and left the room.
“Dear God,” Peggy unintentionally said out loud, as she sat next to Jackie. Although she wished there was something reassuring she could say, for the moment all she could do was brush back Jackie’s hair, hold her hand, and pray that somehow Cassidy would be okay.
Within a few minutes after Jackie bid good night to a number of friends and well-wishers, a nurse escorted her and Peggy into a waiting room down the hall and administered a sedative to Jackie. In another 20 minutes, she was again fast asleep. Peggy only hoped that Cassidy would still be alive when she awoke, and that Big Jim would have an opportunity to see her before...
A few minutes after midnight, Cliff sent Peggy home to get some rest. There wasn’t anything she could do while Jackie slept and tomorrow was certain to be another harrowing day.
Cliff curled up in a chair next to Jackie’s bed and closed his eyes, making a mental priority list of things he must do the following day. Since he and Jim had completed their Air Force flight training and flew jet fighters together in the closing months of the Vietnam conflict, this was the first time either of them had faced a family crisis.
Cliff was delighted when Jim called him and not only wanted him to come to work at Wentworth International, but also acquired Cliff’s father’s international shipping business that operated out of Houston. Wentworth International had just completed its best year ever, doing over $1 billion in sales, after Jim started the company with just a small aviation business operating out of Dallas Love Field.
Like most fathers, Jim doted on Cassidy as she grew up. They were virtually inseparable, as Cassidy also took on a tomboy role, frequently accompanying her father on hunting and fishing trips. Cliff was also a frequent partner on some of those trips, and Cassidy had taken to calling him “uncle Cliff,” as a show of affection for him.
While sitting by Jackie with Cassidy down the hall still fighting for her life, Cliff closed his eyes and said one of the longest prayers he said since his mother died.
After glancing at his watch a few minutes before 1 a.m., Cliff closed his eyes for what he hoped would be a few minutes of badly needed rest.
Alexander Wentworth, Big Jim’s father, was devastated when his son elected to pursue a military aviation career after graduating college. Alexander owned 40,000 acres of prime ranch land in southwest Texas and the family ran about 7,500 head of cattle. In the late 60s, the cattle seemed to do better when they were able to start rubbing on about 500 oil and gas wells the family had successfully drilled.
As hot-shot military pilots, Jim and Cliff were lucky to get through a number of scrapes while flying out of Korat Royal Thai AFB in central Thailand, about 160 miles northeast of Bangkok.
Coming out of the Air Force, Jim had an opportunity to purchase a small aviation company that was headed into bankruptcy. With a lot of hard work and good management, he turned that company around and its success helped him acquire several other companies where he made similar turnarounds.
When Jim deplaned from his company’s Gulfstream jet at Incirlic Air Force Base in Turkey, he was met by a blacked out GMC Yukon, from which the base commander, his driver and another officer presented themselves.
“Mr. Wentworth, I’m Colonel Odom. Your friend General Young asked us to assist you in getting a fast ride home. If you would come with us, we’ll get you on your way.”
Colonel Odom escorted Jim to the base’s ready room where they had a flight suit ready for him. “Sir, General Young has directed us to dispense with all the routine formalities. He has completed the necessary paperwork on his end for you to be called for temporary active duty, Captain, if you get my drift.”
“I am most grateful,” Jim said, while donning the flight suit. “I will be sure the General knows how helpful and considerate you have been as soon as I have the opportunity,” he added.
“That is not necessary,” Col. Odom assured. “We’re glad to have an opportunity to be of assistance. If you will follow me, the duty car will take you to your ship. Your timing was excellent, as we were preparing a ship for a return to Tinker Air Force Base in Oklahoma City. Have a nice flight, Captain.”
“I am in your debt,” Jim said, as he shook the Colonel’s hand and boarded the duty car for the brief ride to the flight line.
As he left the ready room, Jim could see a number of F-15 fighter jets on the ramp, and he assumed he would be occupying the rear weapons officer’s seat on one of them.
When the duty car drove past the fighters, Jim could see only one plane left on the ramp.
“No way,” He said, as the driver brought the car to a stop alongside a B-1 bomber.
After only six hours of supersonic flight at 50,000 feet, which included two high-altitude refuelings, though stiff from the long flight, Jim bounded from his jump seat and jogged across the tarmac at Tinker Air Force Base in Oklahoma City. After a brief visit to the facilities, he was back in the skies for a 40 minute flight to Dallas in one of the Wentworth Aviation jets with one of Cliff’s agents, Jerry Kelley briefing him on the day’s events.
After arriving in Dallas, Kelley and Jim entered one of the company Yukons and made record time to Parkland in only about 10 minutes. He told his boss that Cliff had called for a 7 a.m. briefing and that he and the other team members would continue with their work and see him there.
Because of the late hour, Jim had to enter the main hospital entrance and searched his way through a number of corridors to the ICU waiting room. Finding it empty, he asked one of the nurses if he could see his daughter, Cassidy Wentworth, in the ICU recovery room.
At first the nurse declined his request, but after noticing that he was still wearing an Air Force flight suit, she told him she would allow a very brief visit.
Big Jim had seen a lot of things in his life that took his breath away, but none of them compared to the site before him. It took all the strength he could muster not to break down when he saw his daughter with a myriad of tubes running out of her head and arms. The wall behind her bed was covered with numerous types of medical equipment and above the foot of her bed, there were two large color monitors displaying numerous vital signs including pulse, blood pressure and cardiac function.
He walked to her bedside, pulled up a chair, and took her hand in his. Then and there with more tears than he had shed in a lifetime, he told God that he would give everything he had, including his own life if He would let his Cassidy live.
Cassidy was having a dream unlike any she had ever experienced. Vividly she could see her father pushing her on her bicycle when she was six. Waving to her mother on her first day of school.
And there was Laska, the family’s blue-eyed Alaskan Huskie her parents put under the Christmas tree when she was 10. They became inseparable buddies and just the sight of her sent his tail wagging.
One after the other, a progression of great times and wonderful thoughts danced in her mind.
My God, is this the proverbial life flashing before my eyes event? she thought.
But then the pleasant thoughts went negative. The image of a sinister man flashed into her mind’s eye. He wasn’t an African American, but his skin was dark. There was a downright meanness in his eyes. He glowered at her. He reminded her of the man who forced her into the aircraft, but wasn’t the same.
It only took a moment for her to identify the man. He was her college professor, Dr. Yousef Kanaan. When she began her college studies, her father cautioned her to expect at least one or two college professors to be kooks. But this man...he had a sinister nature about him that Cassidy couldn’t comprehend.
It was bad enough to have to take a class from him her junior year—her first as an upperclassman in nuclear physics. But in her senior year, Dr. K, as some of the students called him, was named to fill the Daniel Rothbaum Chair of Physics, a position of substantial esteem within the School of Physics at Southern Methodist University.
Why did this man hate me? Cassidy had asked herself so many times.
Despite doing the work he assigned, and ranking at the top of her class, he had always treated her like shit.
It was like she didn’t exist. He wouldn’t recognize her in class and did everything he could to resist even making eye contact with her.
Was it his Muslim faith? Does he hate women? Does he expect me to wear a Burka?
He seems to clearly favor several male students, but they are struggling to understand the material, and I was focusing on advanced concepts, she recalled.
Just the thought of Dr. K caused Cassidy’s pulse to quicken, which was noted by one of the ICU nurses, who was checking on her while she lie in a coma after several hours of extensive surgery.
Jackie was the first to awaken Saturday morning. Actually it was 5 a.m. when she began to stir. Noticing that Cliff was asleep in the chair next to her bed, her first thoughts were to check on Cassidy.
After visiting the bathroom where she discovered her appearance was perhaps the worst in her adult life, she started for the ICU area where Cassidy was recovering.
Without asking the duty nurse for permission, she went into the ICU recovery area looking for Cassidy’s room.
Walking nervously from room-to-room, she found Cassidy, and Jim. He was sitting next to her bed wearing a baggy green Air Force flight suit that she had routinely seen for years while he was serving on active duty. Though he held Cassidy’s hand in his—he was fast asleep.
Jackie pulled up another chair and joined them, as one of the nurses pulled the chart from the foot of Cassidy’s bed and recorded something about her IV fluid intake.
After marking Cassidy’s charts, the nurse whispered to Jackie that she would give them another 10 minutes, after which they would need to return to the ICU waiting room.
When Jim began to stir, Jackie silently kissed him, and together they held Cassidy’s hand until the nurse returned and signaled for them to follow her back to their waiting room. “She is being kept sedated, so you have at least three or four hours before she begins to come out from under the anesthesia. This would be a good time for you to take care of any personal business, get something to eat or just rest,” the nurse said to Jackie and Jim.
After seeing a note Cliff had left saying he would be down the hall in the small conference room, Jim finally had an opportunity to talk to Jackie.
Refusing to consider the possibility that Cassidy might not make it, Jim looked directly into Jackie’s eyes and had a look of determination she had never before seen.
“Cassidy’s going to be okay. There’s not one ounce in my body that doesn’t believe that. She’s tough and she will get past this,” he said, as if he was trying to convince himself.
“I know,” Jackie agreed. “But the doctors, they say there could be complications...she may not...”
“Shhh,” Jim said, stopping her. “We can’t be concerned about that right now. We’re going to be here for her no matter what.”
“Jim, what is behind this? Who could want to hurt Cassidy?”
“We will know more about that in a few hours,” Jim said. “Cliff and his team are gathering all the information available and we’ll know who is behind this before too long.”
“Right now, I want you to go home, take a shower and get a couple of hours of rest. I will call you if anything here changes...and bring me a fresh change of clothes,” he suggested.
After Jackie reluctantly followed his suggestion, Jim found the small conference room just up the hall, and entered.
Inside the room, he found Cliff and the entire Alpha Six team assembled. All were wearing long faces.
“Welcome back boss,” Cliff said, walking over for a manly embrace from his longtime friend. “We’re all very sorry about the circumstances, and we’ve pulled out all the stops to identify the people responsible,” Cliff said.
“I appreciate your concern and your efforts,” Jim said. “Tell me what you’ve uncovered. I hope you’ve found someone whose ass I can kick.”
Kelly was first to speak. “Our dead Muslim, Ahmed Hussein Mahdi is well-travelled and has contacts with at least a half-dozen radical Islamic sleeper cells that operate in Dallas, Houston, New Orleans and Miami. Our friends at the FBI don’t think he is, or was in charge of any individual operation—most likely the third or fourth man in the operation. In this case, they think he was probably the most expendable and the least likely to give up his identify if caught. There is also a chance that he didn’t fully know what his bosses are going after so if he is captured, he couldn’t give up that information.
“The bureau has a mole in the Mosque that Mahdi attends and they have been monitoring a number of individuals there. Problem is, they have discovered at least three different plots underway there. They knew he was into something, but didn’t have enough information to interrupt his plans.
“To that end, they have given us the names of three other men, who they think are involved with Mahdi. They want us to be extremely careful not to take our investigation into their Mosque out of concern for their mole and ongoing work he is involved with there.”
Cliff spoke up. “We have prepared a dossier on each of the three men we believe to be involved in this. I suggest we isolate them and pick them up. We’ll take them to the shipping center warehouse. This will be a blackout operation. They see no one—no location. We will keep them separated until we are convinced they have given us the information we require.”
Before Cliff dismissed his team, he turned to Jim. “Anything you want to add, boss?”
“Call me when you have someone I can play with,” Jim said, with no hint of levity in his voice.
Cliff called Jim to the side as the team disbursed. “Boss, I’m concerned about you on this project. I know what you’re thinking, but we need to get the truth before we go too far.”
“When someone comes onto my property and hurts my family—their ass is grass...and I’m the lawnmower,” Jim said.
“You’ve let me put together a team for situations just like this,” Cliff said. “I assure you we can take care of this. No more Wentworth family headlines.”
“I hear you,” Jim said, but making it clear he hadn’t surrendered his authority.
“Go get out of that flight suit and grab a shower. I’ll stay until Jackie returns,” Cliff suggested.
“I’ll be here until further notice,” Jim replied, as he turned to allow Cliff to tend to other business.
Since he was 14, Kaleb had dedicated his life to Jihad. His father delivered him to the Imam in Gangi Khel in the northwest mountains of Pakistan. It was a place where the Taliban had trained warriors for al Qaida for many years.
Kaleb had excelled among his co-jihadists. He was among the first to speak English well enough to be considered for transplantation into an American-based cell. He was well educated and had an excellent command of chemistry and electronics.
Although his real name was Kaleb Muhammad Singh, he went by Carl while in the U.S.
He worked for Lawn Master, a company that specialized in giving its customers the most beautiful yard possible. It did so by knowing how much herbicide to put on a lawn, and how much nitrogen—as in nitro. Of course, the company was owned indirectly by an American corporation, which was nothing but a front for al Qaida.
Carl managed two work crews and also quoted larger jobs like housing subdivisions and larger corporations that wanted LawnMaster to do a ‘turn-key’ job for them, including mowing services. He particularly liked this aspect of his job, because it let him hire some of the more poorly trained young al Qaida warriors, and let them hone their skills and at the same time earn enough money to pay for room and board and a few personal items.
His plan had earned him high praise from the Imam, who was frequently expected to find jobs and income for young jihadists, on top of his myriad of other duties.
Today Carl was excited to have an opportunity to provide a quote for a large Irving golf course housing development near Las Colinas. If successful, the job would bring the company hundreds of thousands in income and a great deal of personal praise for him.
He was supposed to meet the maintenance superintendent at the entrance to the project.
“Afternoon, are you Carl?” the superintendent asked as Carl stepped out of his vehicle.
“Yes, I am. Our company is pleased to have an opportunity to provide you a quote for a turn-key maintenance plan for your beautiful complex.”
“Very good,” the superintendent said. Let’s look at your numbers in the shop. Can I get you a cup of coffee? Soda?”
Stepping inside the shop around several turf maintenance vehicles, Carl replied, “You are most kiinn....dddd...arrrgh.”
The 50,000 volts administered to the base of Kaleb’s neck by a TASER were unlike anything he had ever experienced during his years of training in the al Qaida camps. He convulsed violently and fell to his knees. Years of training and conditioning were instantly erased and in their place, all he could do was vomit and struggle to breathe.
Moose Foster and Bear Norris did a brief knuckle bump and grinned at one another.
“Do they always shit their pants when you hit them with the TASER?” Foster asked.
“More often than not, they do,” Norris replied, before they bound the terrorist and tossed him inside their panel van like an oversized sack of potatoes.
“Cobra 1 and Falcon 1 are enroute to the warehouse with package number 1,” he told Juliette.
“Roger Cobra, I’ll advise Hickory,” she replied.
Jim was on the phone talking to Cliff when Jackie returned to the Parkland Hospital ICU waiting room. While talking to Cliff on his cell phone he motioned for her to come close and he embraced her. She looked refreshed, although signs of concern were still clear on her face. She also brought Jim a badly needed change of clothes so he could get out of the flight suit he donned half way around the world the previous day.
As Jim terminated his call with Cliff, a faint smile came across his face.
“Good news?” Jackie asked.
“The team is making progress,” he said without explanation.
“There’s an electric razor and clean clothes in this duffle. Wash up and let’s go check on Cassidy,” Jackie said.
“Back in a minute,” he said.
Jackie nervously paced around the room while her husband shaved and changed clothes. He emerged from the bathroom looking refreshed, dressed in khaki pants and a casual Polo shirt.
“We need to find the doctors and get an update on Cassidy,” he suggested.
As they walked to the ICU area where Cassidy was being closely watched, Jim and Jackie were unprepared for what they saw when they pulled back the privacy curtain to her small cubicle.
“Brandon!” Jackie said out loud.
It had been nearly two years since Jackie had seen Brandon when he drove down from Oklahoma City to visit Cassidy during one of her trips to Dallas. Brandon and Cassidy had been very close for a number of years and at one time talked about getting married. But that was before Cassidy had become so obsessed with pursuing her research project and decided she was going to Princeton to seek solutions to the concepts which burned inside her and to complete her masters in physics.
Brandon was sitting by Cassidy’s bed, holding her hand. When Jackie and Jim entered, he looked up through reddened eyes. Tears were flowing down both sides of his cheeks. Upon seeing them enter the room, he quickly stood to his feet, but did not relinquish Cassidy’s hand.
Jackie was the first to reach Brandon and he struggled to maintain his composure.
“I came as soon as I heard...” he said, unable to offer further explanation.
“Mr. Wentworth...Mrs. Wentworth... I am so sorry,” he added, as Jackie stepped in for a hug, and Jim extended his hand.
“I didn’t know she was back,” Brandon struggled to say, as Jackie and Jim found themselves trying to console him.
“Cassidy’s going to be okay,” Jackie said, assertively, “but we’re glad you’re here.”
“I should have gone with her...” Brandon said tearfully, doing the best he could to brush back a flood of tears that were streaming down his cheeks.
“She’s going to be just fine,” Jackie repeated, suggesting they move to the room next to the ICU that had been made available to them earlier.
Cassidy and Brandon met when he was a member of the SMU football team and she was working as a flight instructor at Wentworth Aviation. Their relationship took on a love-at-first-sight theme, but Brandon backed away when it was clear that Cassidy was totally consumed with working on her research project. Despite her obvious affection for him, he could clearly see that he was playing second fiddle to her academic quest.
They stayed in touch for many months and had even corresponded a few months earlier. Cassidy was looking forward to surprising Brandon about her return to the Dallas area, but her plans were interrupted.
Jim and Jackie briefed Brandon on the details surrounding Cassidy’s crash, and he was quick to figure out Jim’s course of action.
“Mr. Wentworth, if you’ll let me help, I can assure you we will either get the information we want out of whoever did this or we’re gonna’ send one of Allah’s warriors home.”
Jackie’s glance in Big Jim’s direction made it more than clear that she didn’t want Brandon to become involved in any such activity, no matter how badly he wanted to.
“I can assure you that the people who are behind this are going to wish they never heard the Wentworth name,” Jim said, while making direct eye contact with Brandon.
Brandon clearly understood his meaning.
Though Cassidy thought she could hear sounds, she couldn’t identify their origin. They seemed to be in the distance and the sounds reverberated inside her head.
But the images kept coming.
Most were pleasant. She remembered her first flight with Brandon, and inwardly laughed because he thought someone was playing a joke on him and that she was a model, posing as a flight instructor. She remembered how taken she was with him, even during their first meeting.
But the bad images kept coming, too, and Dr. Kanaan was principle among them.
Why did he go out of his way to block my application to Harvard graduate school? She asked. But this was a question she had asked many times already.
As a sitting professor of physics at the university her father had given so much money to the university, and here was a sitting professor going out of his way to block her application to Harvard. He had the AUDACITY to tell them she was ‘misguided’ and ‘prone to fantasies’ about her capabilities as an aspiring physicist.
When Cassidy’s father discovered it was Dr. K who blocked her Harvard application, she was more determined than ever to investigate her theories on the nuclear physics involved in fossil fuel combustion.
That dream began to materialize when her father was able to use his business and political stroke to assist her in being accepted into the School of Physics and Applied Science at Princeton University.
Cassidy was driven to not only prove the success of her research, she wanted to have the opportunity to rub it in Dr. Kanaan’s face.
When Kaleb awoke and opened his eyes, he was puzzled for a few moments. Darkness surrounded him. Was it night? What happened to him?
Realizing his hands were tied behind his back, he began to grasp the fact that the situation facing him was not a good one. He had been trained to believe that his faith in Allah would carry him through such a situation, but that was then...this was now.
Moose Foster and Bear Norris, were both retired covert ops agents, having worked for a number of military groups, starting with Delta Force, and completing their careers with an FBI/CIA crossover group. They had significant experience with al Qaida terrorist activities and Norris, in particular, had a score to settle with al Qaida. His nephew, Andrew, was tortured and killed by terrorists after his Marine unit was hit by a roadside IED while on patrol near Mosul, Iraq, during operation Desert Freedom.
It took very little planning for them to come up with a plan to grab Singh and everything they planned came off to perfection.
Cliff wasn’t sure how Big Jim would react to the news of Singh’s capture when he approached him in the small waiting room a few steps down the hall from the public ICU waiting area.
Cliff found Jim and Jackie, chatting with Brandon as he entered the room. It had been nearly three years since he last saw Brandon.
“Brandon,” Cliff said. “It’s been awhile. How are you doing?”
“I’m okay I guess, under the circumstances...” Brandon said. “It’s good to see you. You’re looking well.”
“Jim, I need a minute of your time. I have some information you will want to hear,” Cliff said.
Brandon was hoping Cliff would invite him to hear the news, but he didn’t, leaving him to visit with Jackie as the two men left the room.
“The team has Kaleb Muhammad Singh at the warehouse. They had no trouble grabbing him a couple of hours ago,” Cliff said.
As Jim’s face lit up, Cliff appealed to him. “Boss, I want you to let me handle this. I can assure you that whatever he knows, we will know in the next 24 hours.”
Jim pondered Cliff’s words carefully for a few minutes.
“The other two men...do you anticipate any problem picking them up?”
“Not really. We have good intel on them and classified information on all three indicates that Singh is the more mature, toughest of the three.”
“Very well,” Jim said. “I’ll let you handle this matter for the moment, but I want to have a few words with our guests before they are fully processed.”
“Understood,” Cliff replied. “I’m going to have Falcon and Cobra go ahead and round the other two up as soon as possible, so we won’t have to be concerned about them skipping on us. I think I’ll wait for that before I lean on Singh, so we don’t have a break in their channel of information.”
“Keep me posted,” Jim said, as Cliff left the room.
While Jim and Cliff were busy talking across the room, Jackie questioned Brandon about events that had been happening in his life.
“So did you continue working on your masters?” Jackie asked.
“Yes, I was able to complete my masters here at SMU, and I’ve done some work on my doctorate in electrical engineering. I found a professor at the University of Oklahoma who encouraged me to work with him on a project developing smart sensors and that has occupied my time for the past two years,” Brandon said.
“Smart censors, that sounds interesting,” Jackie said.
“It has been very interesting,” Brandon said. “We’ve been working on a project that required us to build a chip for an automobile that performs a number of sensory functions, and then sends signals to a computer which in turn makes a series of adjustments to the engine. We are excited at how the project is developing.”
“Great,” Jackie said, as Jim sat with them long enough to hear the last part of Brandon’s remarks.
“You’ll be glad to know that I finished getting my pilot’s license, Mr. Wentworth,” Brandon said, remembering that he was a student pilot when he and Cassidy first met at Love Field.
“Good for you,” Jim said. “Been getting in any flying time?”
“Actually, not much. The company I work for has a nice plane and they let me fly co-pilot just to stay current on everything.”
“Excellent,” Jim said, as he looked about somewhat nervously.
“When was the last time we got an update from the doctors about Cassidy?” Jim asked.
“They’re supposed to be here any time for a report,” Jackie said.
Brandon interrupted, “If you don’t mind, I’m going to walk down and see if they will let me see Cassidy.”
“That’s fine, son,” Jim said.
When he got word of Cassidy’s plane crash, Brandon had been at work in Oklahoma City. He told his secretary he would be out for a few days because of a family emergency. He stopped at his apartment long enough to grab some clothes, and then he raced to Dallas.
He was still wearing a pair of khaki slacks, white polo shirt, and brown tassel shoes. All in all, he still turned ladies’ heads wherever he went.
Finding no staff members in Cassidy’s little ICU cubicle, he pulled up a chair and sat at the side of her bed. When he took her hand in his, he began to doubt whatever he was thinking when he let her go to New Jersey. He had visited her several times, and saw her a few times when she visited her parents, but she was more committed to her studies than to him.
As he held her hand, an RN came in and took her vitals and charted her findings. He was trying to come to grips with how he would fill the huge spot in his heart he held for her, if something bad happened to her.
His thoughts were interrupted by a twitching in her hand, or was it his hand moving?
Again her hand twitched, and he found it impossible to hold back the tears. He carefully squeezed her hand, and felt compressions returned from her.
Then her eyelids began to flicker and her head moved slightly.
“Everything’s going to be okay,” he whispered, continuing to hold and lightly squeeze her hand.”
The flinching of her eyelids subsided and she finally opened her eyes, as Brandon stood up beside her bed, still clutching her hand.
For a moment he wasn’t sure she was able to comprehend anything. The two overhead lights in the ICU room took on the appearance of an extraterrestrial being to Cassidy. The television-like monitors were confusing. It was cold. There was a smell of alcohol.
And then her eyes seemed to focus more on him.
“Brandon,” she whispered.
He bent over her and kissed her softly on the cheek, being careful to avoid her lip, as it was still nearly purple and swollen from one of several blows to her head. He stopped momentarily to wipe away tears that cascaded from his eyes.
Brandon didn’t see Jackie or Jim as they entered the room behind him, as Cassidy whispered once again, “Brandon, my love.”
Jackie let out a shriek and rushed to Cassidy’s bedside, with Jim close behind.
“Oh, Cassidy,” Jackie sobbed, “You’re going to be okay.”
As Jim and Jackie almost fought to hold Cassidy’s only hand that was not impregnated with needles and tubes, Brandon took a step back and said a quiet prayer of thanks that she had at least regained consciousness.
Cassidy wasn’t able to muster the strength to talk. All she could whisper was, “Love you...love you all.”
Her attending RN entered the room in time to hear the last of her whispered words.
“That’s enough for now,” she admonished. “I need you all to step out and let her rest,” as Cassidy’s eyes again fell shut.
Despite being an emotional wreck, Jackie’s spirits soared that Cassidy had not only regained consciousness, but demonstrated both visual and speaking capabilities. This was the outcome they had hoped against hope would occur; yet knowing the battle was far from over.
After another half hour, Dr. Kessler, who had assisted Dr. Shull, came into their room to give them an update.
“Our little girl is turning out to be even stronger than we had hoped,” he said. “We still have lots of unknowns that we will be dealing with, so don’t lose sight of the fact that she is still in a very fragile condition...still critical.”
“If everything goes to perfection, this recovery process will take some time, so be prepared for some days of disappointment,” he added.
“Thank you doctor,” Jackie said as he left the room. She and Jim knew they could wait any length of time for Cassidy to heal, if her life could indeed be spared.
“Brandon, we would be delighted if you would spend a few days out at the house with us. We would like to catch up on how you’re doing, and that would give you a chance to see Cassidy for a few days,” Jim said.
“That is very kind of you,” Brandon said, “but I expect I’ll be here most of the time.”
“You have to get some rest, so we’ll take turns staying with Cassidy and perhaps we can all take a short break for dinner tonight, around 7,” Jackie insisted. “We’ll have the bed in the guest house turned down for you whenever you’re ready for some rest.”
“I am most thankful,” Brandon said, as Jim took his leave to check in with Cliff and members of Alpha Six.
Kaleb was sitting on a wooden ladder-back chair in the middle of the room. His head covered with a black cloth and his hands tied behind his back. He reeked of human feces, as he had completely lost control of his bowels when Moose Foster put the 700-volt TASER to his neck.
As Foster and Norris looked on, Cliff walked up to him and removed the hood.
Kaleb blinked several times as his eyes tried to acclimate to the moderate light in the room. Despite his extensive al Qaida training, he was totally unprepared for this moment. His training did suggest that he carefully assess his captors and his surroundings. He made a mental note that from his position in the center of the room it would be about 15 steps to the door, and at what location the door was actually situated on the wall. There were no windows, so this must have been an internal office in a manufacturing facility, he thought.
“Well, well,” Cliff said softly, “look what the cat dragged up. And unfortunately, my friends and I have to suffer from that horrible smell. If the Imam and your teachers back in Gangi Khel could see you now, I wonder what they would tell you. Be strong? Place your trust in Allah? It is unfortunate that you are going to turn out to be such a disappointment to Osama, to al Qaida, and to your perverted world of jihad. Look at you now.”
Cliff walked around Kaleb, not at all sure how he was going to proceed.
“One of the things that you might start turning around in your sick little head, jihad warrior, is whether or not you actually want to live, or if you prefer that this becomes the end of the line for you. Are you ready for your 40 fat virgins? We actually think it will be a caldron in hell. Either way, today could be the last day of your existence on this earth as you know it. I’m anxious to learn your thoughts.”
Kaleb sat silently. Cliff wasn’t sure if he would be a jihadist warrior to the end, or if his survival instincts would kick in.
“I have spent my entire life preparing to fight for the ways of Allah,” Kaleb hissed defiantly through clenched teeth. “I am excited to have the opportunity to give my life to honor him and for the opportunity to rid the world of infidels.”
“Well sport, that’s pretty sad, isn’t it?” Cliff said. “You see, you haven’t done much here to honor anything or anyone. In fact, you’re a downright coward, plotting ways to hurt women and the innocent. Now whatever made you think that such chickenshit behavior would endear you to Allah or anyone else?”
A defiant look came onto Kaleb’s face. “I will be remembered as a warrior for Allah,” he said.
“Well, actually, that isn’t going to be the case,” Cliff said. “You see, your death is actually going to embarrass Allah. It’s going to bring shame to your family, to bin Laden, and certainly to your teachers at Gangi Khel.”
Cliff continued to slowly walk around the man, watching his eyes and the veins in his neck stiffen when he wanted to lash out, but couldn’t.
“Being the gracious host that I am, I’m going to give you a bit of time to think about this whole matter,” Cliff said. “Just so you’ll know, we’ve already picked up your comrades, Atul and Wasim. They aren’t nearly as strong as you, as you well know, so they have already told us most of what we wanted to know. They are very saddened that their strong leader and mentor, has actually spilled his guts to us. Of course, they have little reason to hold back what they know, in exchange for a free ride home on a container ship with a few days of food and water.
“Our plans for you can be big...real big, in fact, or you, too, might get a cruise back to Yemen or perhaps to Port Aden, where your cousin tried to blow up the USS Cole killing a lot of innocent American sailors. It doesn’t really matter to us—probably easier to deal with you here. We will give you a few hours to ponder those thoughts and we will have another discussion tomorrow,” Cliff said. “Besides, the father of the little lady your comrade tried to kill, he’s my boss, and he’s asked for a moment of your time...probably tomorrow.”
Before Cliff walked away, he turned to Foster. “Let’s give our guest something extra to think about for the rest of the evening.”
Foster walked over, pulled the TASER out of his pocket and held it up in front of Kaleb. He was terrified of the object. “Something for you to look forward to again tomorrow,” Foster said, as he held it to Kaleb’s neck and pressed and held the red button a full five seconds as the man jerked and flopped like a fresh-caught fish in the bottom of a boat. When the episode was over, Kaleb had tipped his chair over and was gasping for breath on the floor, unable to comprehend what had just hit him.
Stepping outside the room Cliff told his men, “You guys take rotations for the rest of the night. We’ll deal with our other two friends in the morning, and gather the information we need to find out who was behind the attack on Cassidy.”
“Call me or Juliette if you need anything,” he said, on his way out of the warehouse building.
* * * * *
The nursing staff at Parkland Hospital requested that family members spend no more than 20 minutes in any four-hour period with Cassidy until her doctors approved otherwise.
Jackie was sitting by her bedside around 4 p.m. while Brandon snoozed in the private waiting room next to the ICU. Jim had been on the phone, off and on, most of the day. He had mixed feelings about Cliff’s report, but knew his former wingman and current Executive Vice President knew full well what he was doing.
Jackie was about to nod off for the umpteenth time when she felt Cassidy’s hand move. She looked up and saw her blinking as her eyes adjusted to the light.
Jackie stood up and carefully brushed Cassidy’s hair to the sides of her face. Her color was getting better and her eyes showed a hint of the old sparkle that contributed so much to her beauty.
“Hello dear,” Jackie said, continuing to brush her hair and doing everything she could to pamper her.
With a bit of a struggle, Cassidy whispered, “Hi, Mother.”
“Dear, you are doing very well, the doctors say. You suffered several major blows to your head and some other abdominal injuries in the crash.”
Just hearing the word crash caused Cassidy to wince, as she began to put together pieces of the events that began Friday morning when she picked up her plane at Addison Airport.
Jackie quickly added, “We don’t need to get into that right now. Your father can bring you up to speed on his investigation after you feel better.”
“Mother, is Brandon still here?”
“Yes, darling, he has been here for two days and hasn’t had much sleep. He was sleeping outside when I left him and your father. I think he intends to stay indefinitely.”
Jackie’s remarks brought the slightest of smiles to the corner of Cassidy’s mouth, before she closed her eyes briefly.
“Would you like me to go see if he’s awake?”
“How do I look?”
Jackie burst out laughing. It was exactly the question that she would have expected, and it made her spirits soar. Her little girl was getting better.
“I’ll be right back,” she said, after taking another moment to pamper Cassidy’s hair.
Finding Brandon stretched out on the couch, Jackie said, “Mr. Sheffield, there’s a young lady in the other room requesting the presence of your company.”
Brandon’s head jerked to attention, and without delay he sprang to his feet and hustled out of the room.
After arriving at her bed, once again he cradled her hand in his, and stooped over to tenderly kiss her cheek.
Brandon watched intently as Cassidy opened her eyes and the faintest of smiles formed on her face.
“I’m glad you came,” she whispered, as Brandon stooped to kiss her again.
“I’m glad you’re feeling better,” he said softly.
“I’ve missed you,” she said.
Brandon thought he had come to grips with his emotions nearly five years ago when Cassidy went to Princeton and at several intervals since. Inwardly, he swore that if ever given the chance, he wanted to spend his life with her. When he heard the radio broadcast saying she had been involved in a plane crash, it took the wind out of him.
With his eyes welling up with tears, barely above a whisper he said softly, “I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you...for the second time.”
Cassidy reached up and pulled his head down to hers and kissed him tenderly, though she couldn’t conceal the extreme soreness in her severely bruised lip.
“There hasn’t been a day go by that I haven’t questioned whether or not I made the right decision... putting my career ahead of us having a chance to be together,” she sobbed.
“Shhhh,” Brandon said, quieting her. “That is in the past. Right now we need to focus on getting you well and out of here. I’ve read about some of your work and I’ve even been working on something that I think will be of interest to you. That is, if you would be interested.”
Cassidy’s energy level was growing short, and the duty nurse insisted that Brandon cut his visit short and allow her to rest.
“I am very interested,” she whispered, holding fast to his hand, and pulling him to her for one more kiss.”
“I will check on you every four hours,” Brandon said, between soft kisses.
“I guess I’ll be right here,” she whispered, bringing a smile to his face before the nurse ushered him away.
Brandon found Cassidy’s parents waiting for his return. They were anxious to catch up on what he had been doing, and the extent of his feelings for Cassidy.
“We have four hours to kill before they let us have another visit. Why don’t we run down to Cheyenne’s and get a bite?” Jim suggested.
“Will they call us if...” Jackie was about to ask, when Jim cut her off. “Yes, I’ve left both of our cell phone numbers with the duty nurse.”
“I left mine with her yesterday,” Brandon added, drawing additional looks from Jim and Jackie.
“Let’s be on our way,” Jim said, holding the door to the ER open for Jackie as they left the building through the emergency entrance, confident for the first time that their Cassidy was going to survive.
After leaving the warehouse, Cliff returned to his office where Kelley and McKinney had worked all night. After finding Kaleb Singh and putting together a plan for his capture, they went home for some badly needed rest.
Cliff went over their files on the two other Muslim extremists, looking for a plan to grab them that would be as easy as the one for Singh.
Both men were employed as drivers for the shipping company for which Mahdi worked. Their English had improved to the point that they could carry on a conversation, although they still struggled with many American words and sayings.
Cliff spent the remaining hours Sunday outlining a scheme to grab the junior jihadists. He came up with a simple plan that he thought would affect their capture without a major undertaking.
He would walk his staff through his plan Monday morning.
Cheyenne’s Restaurant was a most unusual dining establishment. It was located in the heart of downtown Dallas with only a small opening in the ground that took patrons to the subterranean locale. The food was superb, especially the steaks and it was popularly known that if you ordered your steak cooked more than medium, the chef would suggest you dine elsewhere.
Brandon was famished, and ordered the large rib eye steak. Jim and Jackie opted for the large fillet. After taking their seats, Jim and Jackie pumped Brandon to catch up on information about what he had been doing since they began losing track of him.
“The engineering program has an interesting think tank in which all of the engineering disciplines come together in an informal round table and try to solve a modern problem that has strong marketing potential.
“I was involved in developing a smart sensor that tested for the presence of certain gasses,” Brandon said. “It wasn’t the biggest role in the project, but I enjoyed working on it. Our team was successful with its effort, and we were able to sell our work to a major corporation and retain the patent rights at the same time. I got a signing bonus and 15 percent of the proceeds. I will continue to get royalties off the invention for a period of 10 years, at which time we automatically convey ownership.”
“Good for you,” Jim said. “Congratulations. Does Cassidy know about this?”
“Actually, no,” Brandon said. “I haven’t had an opportunity to share this with her.”
“When she gets back on her feet, I’m sure the two of you will have a lot to catch up on. She has been working on an exciting project and I’m sure she will be more than happy to explain it to you,” Jackie said.
“I’m anxious to find out more about what she’s working on,” Brandon said, as the waiter brought their food.
What he really wanted to find out was whether or not she had shaken the demons that had haunted her concerning her project. Those were the demons that had kept her mind on her work...and off of him.
After his flying career ended in the Air Force, Cliff spent several years managing an elite military unit that officially didn’t exist. His unit included a half-dozen special agents that had proven themselves capable of completing operations that were both complex and dangerous.
For that reason, he was very experienced in managing successful investigations.
Before getting too deep into his current project, he contacted one of his old buddies who now served as the Senior Agent in Charge of the Dallas FBI office. He explained what he needed to accomplish, and asked his friend if he would be willing to involve the mole he had inside the north Dallas Mosque to make it happen. Cliff explained that he could design a sting operation that wouldn’t give up the agent’s identity.
“Fax me over your plan and I’ll go over it with my people,” the agent told Cliff. “I’ll get back to you in a few hours.”
Cliff contacted Juliette and asked her to rendezvous his agents at the warehouse where Kaleb Muhammad Singh was being held. They would meet at 9 a.m. Monday.
Moose Foster entered the warehouse pulling Singh behind him, bound by a common old-fashioned lariat rope. Once in the center of the room, he pulled up the wooden chair and sat him down. He still reeked of human feces, though the smell wasn’t as pronounced as the previous day.
Cliff signaled for Foster to remove the black hood covering Singh’s head.
After giving the man a couple of minutes to allow his eyes to adjust to the light, Cliff stepped forward to within about 10 feet of Singh. “Good morning, Mr. Singh,” Cliff said. “I am pleased to see you once again. I trust that you are pleased with the accommodations we have provided—plenty of food...lots of women. No?
“You see all you need to do to be on your way back to your terrorist friends is to tell us who was pulling the strings on grabbing Ms. Wentworth—plain and simple. Or, you can go ahead and make your little jihadist statement, and we’ll let you be on your way to see Allah. You must understand, however, that your defiance will have no bearing whatsoever on whether or not we find out all the details of your little group. We will offer you further proof of that at the appropriate time, if you prefer to meet Allah.
“Anything you care to share with us today before we move on to other matters?”
“I didn’t think so. Moose, why don’t you return our guest to his room, but be sure and remind him how he got here before you return,” Cliff added.
Foster replaced the hood and marched Singh out of the room.
When he returned, Cliff and the other members of Alpha Six had moved into a small office where he was explaining their upcoming plan to grab the two other Muslim perps.
After concluding his detailed presentation, Cliff stepped back and said, “Gentlemen, if you have any questions or concerns, now’s the time to speak up.”
After glancing around the room and hearing no expressions of concern, Cliff said, “We’ll meet here tomorrow at 6 p.m.”
When Jackie and Jim arrived at Parkland Hospital Monday morning, they noticed Brandon’s car still in the parking lot. After dinner the previous evening, they expected him to take advantage of their home’s guest quarters on Manchester Drive near Las Colinas. They were a bit disappointed that he elected to stay elsewhere.
After walking to Cassidy’s little cubicle in the hospital’s Neuro-ICU unit, Jackie and Jim were surprised to find her room empty. Nervously, they looked for an RN to ask where Cassidy had been taken.
At the nurses’ station up the hall, they found a nurse’s assistant and asked about Cassidy.
“She’s been moved to room 155, down the hall to the right,” she advised.
When they entered her room, they found Brandon sitting at her bedside, holding her hand. They were talking and from the smiles on their faces, catching up on some old times.
“Mother, Father,” Cassidy said, upon seeing her parents entering the room.
“Good morning, Dear,” Jackie said, walking directly to her bedside. “You look much better...getting more of your color back. When did they move you out of ICU?”
“After the doctor made morning rounds they took some more pictures of my head, and then moved me here. Evidently I didn’t break the camera.”
Cassidy’s father joined Jackie at her bedside and stooped over to kiss her on the cheek and squeeze her hand.
“You’re looking so much better,” he said. “How do you feel?”
“I’m feeling much better,” Cassidy said, while also squeezing Brandon’s hand and looking up at him. “They’ve got me going for therapy on my knee and neck injuries twice a day.”
She added, “Brandon has been telling me about some of the projects he’s been working on. I’m anxious to see if he can build a smart sensor for my project,” she said, making it clear she wasn’t interested in relinquishing his hand.
“We were expecting Brandon to be our guest last night,” Jackie said, to both of them, but with a note of disappointment in her voice.
“And I intended to accept, but after coming back here to check on Cassidy, I fell asleep and didn’t wake up until the doctors made morning rounds. If your offer is still open, I’d like to shower, get into some clean clothes and give you and Mr. Wentworth time to visit with Cassidy,” Brandon said.
“We left the guest quarters open, and you are most welcome,” Jackie said. “Make yourself at home.”
Brandon laid his business card down on the table next to Cassidy’s bed and added, “My cell number is on my card. If I can pick up anything for you, call me. Otherwise, I’ll be back around lunch.”
Brandon stooped over and kissed Cassidy softly on the lips, before retreating from the room.
“See you in a couple of hours,” she said.
The sparkle in their daughter’s eye did not escape Jim and Jackie. They were beyond delighted at how she had improved, and that Brandon was there to lift her spirits even more.
Jim and Jackie spent nearly an hour talking casually with their daughter before the doctors returned to update them about her progress and the frequent therapy they wanted her to take.
Dr. Kessler briefed them. “Dr. Shull and myself are delighted at your daughter’s progress. The morning MRI indicates all of the repairs we made are holding up and that a lot of healing has occurred. The subdural pressures that were affecting a number of her functions, including her breathing and heartbeat, have subsided, and it appears her motor skills are returning to normal. Starting this afternoon, we are going to let her sit up and start making some very short walks to regain her equilibrium and strength. We’re also going to remove the drainage tubes but the IV will stay indefinitely.
“She’s a mighty lucky young lady,” he added. “Most injuries like she suffered don’t have happy endings. We’ve got a number of broken ribs and they are painful, but they’ll just have to heal slowly on their own.”
“Doctor Kessler, we are so thankful,” Jackie said. “We cannot thank you and Dr. Shull enough for what you have done.”
Jim echoed his wife’s thanks and waited for Dr. Kessler to leave the room so he could talk to him outside.
“Doc, can you tell me what your thoughts are about Cassidy’s prognosis? Do you think she will fully recover or should we expect some short or long-term damage from her injuries?” Jim asked.
“It’s still too early to tell, because you never really know how this type of injury will play out. There are cases of delayed memory loss and even permanent memory loss. Mood swings are also common. The long-term prognosis from such a blow or series of blows to the head and chest simply can’t be accurately predicted. Early indications are very positive. There’s an excellent chance she will fully recover.”
“We are most grateful for your work,” Jim repeated.
It had been a number of years since Brandon visited Cassidy’s parents’ house. They had spent a lot of time in the guests’ quarters, which also included the game room.
After showering and changing into some jeans and a casual shirt, Brandon wanted to make a couple of stops before returning to the hospital. He sat down with his iPhone and searched for a couple of stores.
His first stop was at Valley View Mall where it only took him a few minutes to find one of the stores he was looking for—Build A Bear Workshop. Since he saw one of their branch stores in Oklahoma City a year ago, he wanted to build a teddy bear for Cassidy.
The store attendant wasn’t accustomed to having someone in his mid-twenties spend so much time building a custom bear, but Brandon seemed to know what he wanted.
He selected a scholarly-looking bear and spent more time than he expected selecting a heart. After picking out pants, socks and shoes, he chose a cute sweater with his name embroidered on the front—Gus.
After paying for his gift, he asked the sales lady if there was a flower shop in the mall.
“Second floor, all the way down to the other end,” she replied.
Brandon carried Gus up the escalator and found the flower shop where he picked out a large colorful bouquet of mixed flowers set in a simple vase.
As he was making his way back toward the escalator, he saw a young couple window-shopping at a large jewelry store. They were holding hands and obviously in love—perhaps pondering when the time would be right to “set a date.”
Brandon missed having that kind of relationship with Cassidy. Without a doubt, he never got over her. What about her? Had she found someone else? Could he deal with losing her twice?
Although her accident had brought them together again after several years, would it open the door for them to rekindle the intense love they once felt?
Abtul and Wasim were halfway through their study group in the North Dallas mosque’s mezzanine prayer hall in which they were examining details concerning the history of the five pillars of Islam. In a rare departure from standard policy, Imam Sadiz had sat with them for part of their class. Normally he was calm and very confident, but today, he seemed to be on edge.
After their study group took its first 15-minute break, Salem Abdul Khaliq walked quietly past Wasim and handed him a folded piece of paper before continuing to an outer area in the Mosque.
Salem was well respected in the Mosque for his dedication to Islam, although the Muslim followers had no idea he had two years of specialized undercover training with the FBI. He was an assistant to the Imam when Wasim and Abtul arrived from their brief jobs in Houston. He had been kind to them and went out of his way on a number of occasions to help them. Wasim was anxious to learn of the contents of Salem’s note, and excused himself from the class before leaving the room.
Finding no quiet area outside the prayer hall, Wasim elected to step outside into the courtyard before examining the note from Salem.
Dear Wasim...
Praise be to our comrade Ahmed Hussein Mahdi and may he be enjoying his presence before Allah for his commitment to jihad and the many rewards Allah has for him. His unfortunate plane crash has delayed our cause, but only hastened his reward before Allah.
I am closing in on the prize that Ahmed was seeking and I have found a weakness in the infidel Wentworth woman’s plan to hide her secret. I should have it in hand in the next 24 hours, but I am unable to meet an important shipment from Gangi Khel that cannot be lost. This shipment contains funds we must have to support many of our causes, so to the glory of Allah, you must assist me. The importance of this shipment requires that you get someone to watch your back. That, I will trust to you. You must rendezvous with this shipment at 1900 tonight in the D-container yard of the south depot. It is in container number 16549. Secrecy is of the utmost concern. I have no one but you to trust to this important task. Discuss the details of it with no one, not even the person you get to assist you. There will be instructions with the shipment as to how you will proceed. The key to the container is taped to the back of this note.
This is your first big test before Allah. Do not take it lightly.
Your brother in jihad,
Kaleb
Wasim folded the note and felt an enormous sense of satisfaction come over him. This would be his first real test before Allah. He was prepared to lay down his life to be able to bring glory to Allah’s cause, which meant death to the American infidels. He must move quickly and select someone who would assist him. Was his friend Abtul up to such an important mission? He had a short time to prepare for his opportunity to step up in Kaleb’s army.
On his way back to the hospital, Brandon only had one more stop to make. He stopped at a Chinese restaurant he and Cassidy considered their favorite—Ho Sai Gai. It was located between Love Field and downtown Dallas off of Montfort, and he didn’t have to look at the menu to know what he wanted.
Twenty minutes later he pulled into the parking lot at Parkland with both hands and arms full as he pushed open the door to the hallway leading to Cassidy’s room.
When he entered her room he wasn’t expecting to see her sitting up in bed, smiling and talking to her mother and father. Something else was different...her hair. She looked like she had been to a salon. Despite her numerous bruises, she was looking more like her old self...gorgeous.
“Someone’s been shopping,” Jackie said, causing Cassidy’s head to turn, as Brandon entered the room.
“For the lady,” Brandon said, extending the large bouquet of flowers to her, drawing a beaming smile.
“They are beautiful,” she said, obviously delighted at his thoughtfulness. She immediately began sniffing the carnations and medley of roses. “Umm,” she said. “They smell wonderful.”
Jackie was equally delighted as Cassidy enjoyed the flowers and looked with anticipation at the other sacks that Brandon carried.
“I took a chance that you were getting tired of hospital food, so I stopped and picked up something. If you’re not hungry or if it doesn’t sound good, I can take it back out to the car,” Brandon said.
He opened the sack and placed several cardboard containers onto the cart next to Cassidy’s bed.
“Chinese,” she said. “I’m starving...and it’s my favorite.”
“I got enough for everyone, including Mr. Wentworth, if he’s still here,” Brandon said, making sure Cassidy’s parents understood they were included.
“He’s down the hall, probably on the phone. I’ll go get him,” Jackie said.
“What about the third sack?” Cassidy asked inquisitively.
“That’s for later,” Brandon said without elaborating. “I never saw anyone in a hospital that I thought looked stunning, but...you look beautiful.”
Cassidy was more than delighted that he noticed she had shampooed her flowing brunette hair and applied a faint touch of makeup, which she always wore sparingly.
Brandon took a moment to walk closer to Cassidy’s bed, stooped over and kissed her softly on the lips. Then she kissed him back, but clearly with more affection in her kiss.
“Thank you for the flowers, they are gorgeous,” she whispered, before kissing him one more time.
“You’re welcome,” he said, as he continued to arrange their food items. By the time Jackie returned with Cassidy’s father, he had created a substantial spread of Chinese food.
Jackie and Jim were well aware that Ho Sai Gai was one of the Cassidy’s favorite restaurants and they were touched that after nearly three years, Brandon remembered.
After they devoured most of the delicious food, Dr. Kessler poked his head in while making rounds. He said he continued to be pleased with Cassidy’s progress and that he was going to approve more walking exercise for her, three or four times a day.
Taking note of the food that was scattered throughout her room, he added, “Everything is looking good, but we mustn’t overdo it. So, after you conclude your lunch, I’d like for Cassidy to get two or three hours rest.”
After completing their meal, Cassidy told Brandon, “The food was wonderful. I think the last time I ate at Ho Sai Gai was when you and I were there...what, two years ago?”
“Three,” Brandon said, making it clear he was fully aware of how much time had elapsed since they had been together in Dallas.
Jackie told Cassidy’s father they needed to give her time to rest, and she and Jim rose to get away for a few hours.
Leaving Brandon and Cassidy alone for a few minutes, Jackie said, “We will see you later in the day, Brandon, and thanks again for lunch, it was great.”
“My pleasure,” Brandon said.
After they left, Brandon sat on the edge of Cassidy’s bed and said he would be back in a few hours after she rested. He was aware that she still had her eyes on the other sack that he had not opened.
“What about the other sack?”
“Oh,” Brandon said, “I must have forgotten. Let’s see what it is.”
Cassidy sat up in the bed in anticipation as Brandon reached into the sack.
“I have to tell you that I have found someone to look after you whenever I’m not around,” Brandon said, as he pulled the large teddy bear from the sack.
“He’s precious,” Cassidy gushed, as Branden handed her the bear.
“His name is Gus,” Brandon said, enjoying Cassidy’s reaction to his gift. “You will find that he has a really big heart and that he will always look over you.”
Cassidy clutched Gus to her chest. The look she gave Brandon signaled her approval and her appreciation.
“Gus will watch over you until I return...in a few hours,” Brandon said as he looked into Cassidy’s eyes and cradled her face softly in his hands. This time as he stooped to kiss her, Cassidy pulled him tightly to her. After several kisses, she continued to hold him tightly.
“I’m so glad you’re here. I’m afraid there are still people out there who want to hurt me,” she said with an obvious note of concern in her voice.
“Shhh,” Brandon said. “No one is going to hurt you as long as I’m around,” as she continued to clutch him tightly. “Your father and Cliff are also working around the clock to grab the perps who were behind your crash, and besides that, I’m not going to be very far away.”
“I feel safer when you’re around.”
“I’ll be right here,” he said, giving her another kiss. “If you need anything and Gus can’t get it, let me know,” he said.
Cassidy enjoyed having Brandon tuck her and Gus under the covers and dim the lights, before he lay down on the lounge chair next to her bed.
After getting the note from Kaleb that was delivered by Salem, Wasim was beyond excited. For more than a year he had been relegated to driving a truck, basically picking up and delivering shipping containers within about 50 miles of the Dallas metroplex. Several times Kaleb had promised him more important assignments but none materialized, until last week, when Kaleb included him and Abtul on a plan to grab someone. But that plan somehow went sour. Kaleb never told Wasim what went wrong, but he was certain that he would tell him later.
Now he had to pick someone he could depend on to assist him, basically watch his back. He had several friends at the Mosque with whom he frequently would hang out, but Abtul Baari Qadir, who he was teaching to shuttle containers, was the only one who would follow his orders. He sent him a text message on his phone and told him to meet him at the Mosque at 18:45 and that Kaleb had a special errand he wanted them to run.
Wasim arrived five minutes early, wanting to be sure he and Abtul were not late arriving at the container depot. He had already figured he would park about two blocks from the yard and actually drive onto the yard with about four minutes before his assigned time to give him ample time to locate container #16549. As the time for Abtul to meet him approached, he got angrier by the minute. When the time for Abtul to meet him passed, he became furious. Here he was being trusted to complete a very important assignment and follow a specified plan, and Abtul’s irresponsibility was putting Kaleb’s plan in jeopardy.
He was beginning to wonder if he would be forced to complete the assignment alone, in order to stay on Kaleb’s timeline. What would Kaleb want me to do? he thought to himself.
Five minutes after Abtul was supposed to meet him, Wasim decided he would have to handle the assignment alone.
He put his pickup truck into gear and started for the container depot. While enroute, he received a text from Abtul: “I ran out of gas. Can you pick me up on the way?”
He was furious and he punched out a reply as he continued to the container depot without him.
He arrived at the container yard about one minute late in a panic. Hopefully, whoever left the package in the container for Kaleb would not pull the plug on their rendezvous if he was just two or three minutes late. He knew Kaleb would be beyond furious if he botched the assignment.
He sped through the yard looking for container #16549 and didn’t find it on the first row. He continued through the second, third and fourth rows, before finding the container all the way at the back of the yard. He didn’t like the fact that it was considerably darker there, but all he was supposed to do was pick up a package, probably a duffle bag, read the note telling him where to take it, and boogie.
After Wasim left his pickup, he walked to the rear of the container and withdrew the key from his pocket. The lock easily opened, and he released the locking device that held the container door securely closed.
After opening the door, he shined his flashlight into the container and saw a large bag at the front. Before walking into the container, he looked about and saw nothing out of the ordinary. He was starting to think how easy this assignment was turning out to be, and walked inside to the front of the container to retrieve the bag and his orders.
As he approached the bag, and lifted it from the floor, he was surprised to hear the rear door slam shut and the locking mechanism turn.
What? “I’m in here, let me out!” he screamed, while his mind raced with possibilities as to what was going on. He yelled repeatedly, but to no avail. Then he felt the container moving, something was lifting it off the ground and the floor on which he was standing swayed. Moments later, it thumped onto the ground again, or was it onto the bed of a truck, a ship or even a train?
As the container rumbled and bounced, Wasim could tell it was being moved by truck. The speeds varied from slow and rough to fast on what was surely some kind of expressway. He was sure whoever locked him inside the container could hear him yelling, so that took away the possibility that it was an accident. His apprehension turned to fear and then he began to assume the worst. He was, after all, a jihad warrior, and although he was still in training, Kaleb and Imam Sadiz had made it clear that his greatest reward was to die as a warrior for Allah.
As the beam of his flashlight grew dim, the inside of the container became jet black and Wasim’s thoughts raced. Is today my last day? Who would want to hurt me? Have I done enough for the cause of jihad to earn my reward before Allah? Is this some kind of test by Kaleb?
After the truck had bounced and jolted for nearly 20 minutes it slowed and came to a stop. He heard what sounded like a large overhead door being opened and then the sound of a backup alarm on a semi-truck. The container moved in a backward direction for a short distance and then stopped. Something lifted it from the truck and 20 seconds later he felt it bang back onto what felt like a concrete floor. When Kaleb found out how he botched this simple assignment he would probably kill him himself. How long would it be before he learned of his fate?
* * * * *
Brandon put his arms around Cassidy and they held each other tenderly. He couldn’t remember when he had been more content. He put on some music and they danced, slowly swaying to the sound of the music as he looked into her silver-blue eyes; interrupted only by an occasional kiss—some soft and short—some passionate and extended. He brushed back her long flowing hair to the sides of her face, amazed at her beauty. What was I thinking when I let her go away without me. Why didn’t I go after her?
Despite that unanswered question, he knew that Cassidy had been possessed. She had been hurt and outraged that one of her own professors would take such an overt action as to block her application to be accepted into Harvard’s graduate school. He never understood her research concept and she hadn’t been interested in sharing the details of it with him or anyone else.
Right now he was content and it was going to take a major event to take her away from him again. The music and the dancing were magical...her exotic smell stirred his passions. The look on her face confirmed that she shared his desires. She backed away from him only far enough to unbutton the top button of her blouse, revealing more of her substantial breasts, providing him a delicious site he had not seen in so many years. He was on fire, and so was she, and soon those passions would play out at the conclusion of the wonderful song that held them like a spell.
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