
 

Ransom
A Novel

Roy A. Teel Jr.





Ransom

A Novel

Roy A. Teel Jr.

The Iron Eagle Series: Book Twenty

An Imprint of Narroway Publishing LLC.



Copyright © 2019 by Roy A. Teel Jr.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any 

means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage 

and retrieval system, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews, 

without prior written permission of the publisher. ®The Iron Eagle Logo is the copyright and 

registered trademark of Roy A. Teel Jr. and is used by permission.

Narroway Publishing LLC.

Imprint: Narroway Press

P.O. Box 1431

Lake Arrowhead, California 92352

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s 

imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business 

establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

First Edition

Hardcover: ISBN: 978-1-943107-27-8

Teel, Roy A., 1965-

Ransom: A Novel, The Iron Eagle Series: Book Twenty /  

Roy A. Teel Jr. – 1st ed.– Lake Arrowhead, Calif.: Narroway Press

c2019. p.; cm. ISBN: 978-1-943107-27-8 (Hardcover)

1. Hard-Boiled – Fiction. 2. Police, FBI – Fiction 3. Murder – Fiction 4. Serial Killers – Fiction

5. Mystery – Fiction 6. Suspense – Fiction. 7. Graphic Violence – Fiction. 8. Graphic-sex – Fiction 

9. Thriller- Fiction

I. Title.

Book Editing: Finesse Writing and Editing LLC

Cover and Book Design: Priceless Digital Media

Author Photo: Z



This novel defies any dedication.



Also by Roy A. Teel Jr.

Nonfiction:

The Way, The Truth, and The Lies: How the Gospels  
Mislead Christians about Jesus’ True Message
Against the Grain: The American Mega-church  
and its Culture of Control

Fiction:

The Light of Darkness: Dialogues in Death: Collected Short Stories 
And God Laughed, A Novel
The Plane Trip: A Short Story
The Savior: A Short Stroy

The Iron Eagle Novel Series:

Rise of The Iron Eagle: Book One
Evil and the Details: Book Two
Rome Is Burning: Book Three
Operation Red Alert: Book Four
A Model for Murder: Book Five
Devil’s Chair: Book Six
Death’s Valley: Book Seven
Cleansing: Book Eight
Rampage: Book Nine
Dark Canyon: Book Ten
Deliverance: Book Eleven
Phoenix: Book Twelve
Pray: Book Thirteen
Equality of Mercy: Book Fourteen



Metro: Book Fifteen
Reaper: Book Sixteen
Encryption: Book Seventeen
Selfie: Book Eighteen 
Suffering: Book Nineteen



“If we ever hope to rid the world of the political AIDS of our 
time, terrorism, the rule must be clear: One does not deal 
with terrorists; one does not bargain with terrorists; one kills 
terrorists.”

— Meir Kahane

“So, you think that money is the root of all evil. Have you ever 
asked what is the root of all money?”

— Ayn Rand

Seal of The Iron EagleTM



Table of Contents

Chapter One . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1
Chapter Two. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .5
Chapter Three. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11
Chapter Four . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .19
Chapter Five. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .28
Chapter Six. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .38
Chapter Seven . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .44
Chapter Eight . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .49
Chapter Nine . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .55
Chapter Ten . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .61
Chapter Eleven. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .68
Chapter Twelve . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .74
Chapter Thirteen . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .80
Chapter Fourteen . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .87
Chapter Fifteen. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .99
Chapter Sixteen . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .104
Chapter Seventeen . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .112
Chapter Eighteen . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .123
Chapter Nineteen . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .130
Chapter Twenty . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .138
Chapter Twenty-One . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .147
Chapter Twenty-Two . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .154
Chapter Twenty-Three . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .163
Chapter Twenty-Four . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .170
Chapter Twenty-Five . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .177
Chapter Twenty-Six . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .185
Chapter Twenty-Seven. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .191



Chapter Twenty-Eight . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .198
Chapter Twenty-Nine. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .207
Chapter Thirty . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .214
Chapter Thirty-One . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .224
Chapter Thirty-Two . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .230
Middlemen . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .242
About the Author . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  249



Ransom • 1

Chapter One
“There could still be people alive, Jim.”

T
he fourteen-story Versailles Tower condominium complex at 7135 
Hollywood Boulevard had been reduced to a burning pile of rubble 
in less than forty-five seconds, and nearly eight hundred and forty 

residents were missing or confirmed dead. Doctor Harris Stone had 
lived in the building his entire life and was one of the first on scene 
as the explosion demolished the huge structure. It was six thirty a.m. 
Harris had been working with first responders and attempting to treat 
as many people as he could all the while wading through body parts 
and debris that had been blown from other nearby buildings. The City 
of Los Angeles had set up several mobile command posts as had the 
LAPD and the sheriff’s department along with the FBI and other federal 
government agencies.

The news media had been cordoned off and a no-fly zone set 
up within fifteen miles of the destroyed building. Firefighters had 
switched into hazmat suits, and what had started as a search and rescue 
operation had, with the dawn’s early light, turned into a recovery 



2 • Chapter One

mission. K–9 cadaver dogs were doing their best, but the building had 
come down like a pancake and was evenly distributed on the ground 
and street. The car alarms had long gone silent as both batteries died 
and vehicle horns were clogged with soot.

Harris looked on at the changing scene in a state of shock and 
responded when he heard a familiar voice say, “Harry? Jesus, Harry! 
You’re alive?” It was Justin Gibson, his tenth-floor neighbor and a 
fellow doctor. Justin climbed over some concrete and grabbed him and 
hugged him and asked, “Jesus. How did you survive this?”

“I…I hadn’t made it home. I…I have been out here all night helping. 
How did you get out?”

“I wasn’t home either. I was on call, and the parents of one of my 
tenacious hypochondriac patients had admitted him to Providence St. 
Joseph’s. I had to make the ER call. I’ve been there all night as well. 
Patients were being rushed to every hospital the city has.” Justin pulled 
on Harris’s shirt and said, “Come on, man. You need to get some food 
and water.”

“No. There are still injured to be found.”
Justin pulled Harris by the arm and said, “No, Harry, there aren’t. 

This is now a recovery effort. Look around.”
The two men made it across the street where the city had provisions 

for responders, and a paramedic got Harris a blanket and a cup of coffee 
while Justin got him some food.

John and Chris had every possible person on scene and had been 
barking out orders to their people as well as working with ATF and 
other government groups. The two men stood in their soot-covered suits 
yelling out instructions. Sam was working with her people on the other 
side of the building, and Jim had been trying to line up heavy equipment 
to begin moving sections of the structure that the city engineers felt 
were movable. John radioed to Jim and asked, “Has ATF been to you?”
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“I’ve had ATF, FEMA, NTSB. Why the fuck they’re here, I don’t know. 
Every goddamned government anti-terror group has converged on me,  
and I still don’t have the first fuckin’ clue as to what the hell happened.”

“It wasn’t a structural failure; I can tell you that.”
“Well, it was some kind of goddamned failure, John. Fifty-year-old 

buildings don’t collapse on their own. Bodies as far as the eyes can see 
and a neighborhood in total destruction. Have you made a call to Philly 
or Lance?”

“No.”
“Well, I know that all of the brain trusts out here are supposed to be 

the experts, but you and I know that no one can recognize a blast zone 
or smell C4 from a mile away better than Philly.”

“I’ll request special clearance and get them out here. How is it 
coming with moving debris?”

“The engineers haven’t cleared equipment yet, and to be honest I 
would like Philly to see this as it is before we start fucking around.”

“There could still be people trapped and alive, Jim.”
“No, John. There can’t.”

Jesus had been held back at the downtown office of the Los Angeles 
Times as his fellow reporters descended on the scene in Hollywood. His 
editor, Christina Amos, was standing next to him at his cubicle, and the 
two were staring at the crimson envelope that Jesus had separated from 
the rest of his mail.

“There is no one to call, Jesus. Every possible police and federal 
officer is on scene in Hollywood along with state and federal resources.” 
Jesus nodded, and Christina asked, “Have you read it?” Jesus shook his 
head. “Have you called police?”

“Call what police? You just said they’re all out on the scene of the 
collapse.” Jesus looked at his calendar and said, “It’s March 9th, and I 
was promised another letter today.”
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Christina looked at the envelope and said, “You have an obligation 
to read it.” He pulled a pair of latex gloves from his drawer and removed 
the single blood-soaked paper with tweezers then read the single 
paragraph aloud.

“Dear Mr. Alvarez, as promised the 8th was mind blowing, right? No 
one is safe in the City of Los Angeles. We can get to anyone, anywhere, 
at any time. This is but step one in stopping the world. In order to stop 
our attacks, a ransom must be paid. Demand to follow. In the meantime, 
here are four potential targets: Staples Center, The Walt Disney Concert 
Hall, The Getty Center, and The Santa Monica Pier. If it makes you feel 
better, only one of them is REAL. The others are merely decoys. It’s up to 
law enforcement to figure out before the next tragedy and even greater 
loss of life. No more dates will be given. Don’t worry. There’s time. Our 
ransom demand will arrive in advance of the next attack. The question 
is… tick tock… how much time after the demand before the next mind-
blowing experience? Good luck!”

Jesus looked up at Christina towering over him and asked, “Are you 
scared?” She nodded slowly as she picked up his phone.
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Chapter Two
“It’s what I don’t see  

that has me concerned.”

P
hillip Soranto was a legend in the field of explosives. He and Lance 
Coswalski were both well-known, so when several ATF agents 
saw the two men meet up with John at the FBI’s mobile command 

unit, the chatter began. Philly just looked at the building’s rubble while 
standing in front of John and Chris then looked around and walked 
across the street between two buildings and disappeared. He was gone 
for nearly a half hour, and Lance asked, “So…do we have an official 
death toll yet?” John shook his head. “This is hell, man. This is just 
hell.” John nodded as did Chris, but neither man said a word.

Philly reappeared and stood with his hand on his chin as he surveyed 
the damage and then walked over to John and said, “I need to get to that 
far standing wall.”

John and Chris led him through the destroyed building as men and 
women from ATF and other organizations looked on. “What do you see, 
Philly?” John asked.
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Philly was running his gloved hands along the wall and said, “It’s 
what I don’t see that has me concerned.”

“And what don’t you see?”
“Primer cord, blasting caps, any sign of the explosives that were 

obviously used.”
John looked on and asked, “You’re telling me this was a demolition 

job?”
“No. I’m telling you this was a terrorist attack, and it took months to 

plan and orchestrate.” He leaned down and picked up a small fragment 
of plastic and said, “And what do you know? There’s a survivor.” 
John and Chris looked on as Philly asked for an evidence bag. Once 
the item was in evidence, he looked at the men and said, “We need 
to speak in private.” Chris cleared everyone out of the FBI’s mobile 
van, and Philly held up the bag and said, “This is a remote electronic 
detonator.”

John looked at the small piece of plastic and asked, “No firing pin? 
No primer cord?”

Philly interrupted him and said, “No anything. A fully self-contained 
radio controlled unit that can be detonated from blocks to miles away. 
These units are so high-tech and so intricately manufactured that they 
can be remote chain synchronized perfectly. They also have remote 
networking verification capabilities and can be programed to detonate 
within one millisecond up to ten thousand milliseconds or more. They’re 
accurate and safe to handle. This is the stuff of a terrorist’s wet dreams, 
man. Easy to move. Shit, you can drop this and run over it, and nothing 
will happen without the radio call. The only thing that I can tell you is 
that this shit just can’t be dropped and detonated. It has to be worked 
with very, very carefully. This isn’t suicide vest material, boys. This is 
black hat, covert operations grade material, and getting your hands on it 
means you have to have some really, really big ins with someone in the 
military, like our old MARSOC units or special forces operations. This 
was a deliberate act of terror, and this took weeks, maybe even months, 
to install.”
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John sat down on a stool in the trailer and said, “So, not only are we 
dealing with a terrorist or terrorists…”

“Terrorists, plural. No one person could do this on their own. Way 
too much is involved.”

“Then we have a group of very educated people.”
Philly nodded. “Oh yeah. You have at least three to five people. You 

have the munitions expert or experts. I would say at least two people. 
They manufacture and handle the explosives and integrating the C4 into 
the units. Then you have engineers; in this case, structural engineers…
good ones. People who can look at a building and then either go over the 
plans or even work them up in their heads to do this type of destruction. 
This building was a piece of cake.”

Chris asked, “What do you mean?”
“Man, the building was fifty years old. It had the perfect arch at the 

fourteenth floor from decades of settling, and the foundation was pillar 
structured. All they had to do was get a deal to work on the building then 
drill into the support pillars. They most likely drilled them all, thus the 
pancake effect, and this baby imploded in seconds. If it took a minute 
for the whole building to come down, I would be surprised.” Philly got 
quiet and said, “I don’t mean to be disrespectful to the dead here, guys, 
but this is really, really exciting.”

Chris looked at Philly and asked, “What’s exciting about a thousand 
dead?”

“No, no, man. That’s tragic, really tragic.”
Lance interrupted him and said, “What Philly is trying to tell you is 

that he understands this stuff. Not only does he understand it, but now 
that he has seen it in action, he understands it even more.”

Sam had said nothing as the conversation went on, and Jim asked, 
“Okay, so what’s the end game here?”

Philly sat down and put his head in his hands and said, “Man…that’s 
literally the million-dollar question. What do these fuckers want? This 
isn’t your typical terrorist plot. If that were the case, then you would 
have been flooded with threats and demands. No man…this is so much 
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bigger. These are pros, most likely mercs or highly disgruntled former 
high level security people who want something seriously big.”

Jim asked, “Then if that’s what they wanted, why the fuck didn’t 
they ask for it before doing this?”

Philly laughed, as did Lance in spite of himself. Philly said, “What 
is going to give more credibility to a ransom demand? The threat of a 
target or a lot of dead bodies and a destroyed target?”

No one needed to answer the question. John was about to ask another 
when his cellphone rang. It was Christina Amos at the Times. “I’m a 
little busy for an interview, Ms. Amos.” Jim rolled his eyes, taking a 
cigarette out of his top left pocket and putting it between his teeth.

“I’m not calling for an interview, Agent Swenson. I’m calling 
because we received a follow-up letter, and it’s from the person or 
persons who took down that building.”

“Have you touched the letter?”
“Jesus has, but only with tweezers and a pair of latex gloves.”
“The same blood-soaked envelope and paper as last time?”
“Yes sir.”
“And a note?”
“Yes sir.”
“A long note with a lot of demands?”
“No sir. A short paragraph with four more targets and a promise 

to make a ransom demand on the City of Los Angeles before the next 
attack.” John put his phone on speaker, and Jesus read the letter out loud 
to all in the trailer.

When he finished, Philly said, “Pros man. I told you. Pros.” John put 
his fingers to his lips and told Jesus that he was sending someone over 
to pick up the letter.

Jesus asked, “How are things there, Agent Swenson?”
“Hectic, Mr. Alvarez.”
Jesus paused then said, “My family owned a condo on the fifth floor. 

I can’t reach anyone.”
“Were they all home last night?”
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“Yes, Agent Swenson. There was a birthday party for my younger 
sister. She turned eighteen yesterday. I had to work late and missed the 
start of the party, and then the building came down before I got there. 
The last name is the same for all five of my family. Alvarez. Is there any 
word on them?”

“In all honesty, Jesus, I have no answers for you at this moment, but 
I will put it at the top of my list.”

Jesus drew a deep breath and said, “Please do, Agent Swenson. I 
know they were all in the condo at the time of the explosion as I received 
a text and photo from my mother of my family gathered around a cake 
right about the moment of the blast.”

“Can you send that to me?” Jesus pulled out his phone as Christina 
looked on with tears in her eyes. Jesus sent the photo and message, and 
John thanked him and told him he would get an exclusive with him as 
soon as he had more news. John hung up and looked at the image hard 
and said, “You know how they say a picture is worth a thousand words?” 
Heads nodded all around the room. John transferred the photograph to 
his tablet and then beamed the photo to a large screen in the command 
post. There in the photograph behind about a dozen smiling faces was 
the fracturing of concrete just above the partygoers’ heads.

Philly walked up to the photo and ran his fingers across the screen 
and the lines in the concrete ceiling and said, “You’re looking into 
the eyes of ghosts, people who were already dead…they just didn’t 
know it.”

Jade and Jessica were inundated with the dead. Jade was trying to 
get as many people from the coroner’s office as possible while trying 
to also lead both the recovery operation as well as be as gentle with the 
remains as she and her team could be. It was just after ten a.m., and the 
scene looked like something out of a war movie. People in hazmat suits 
walking over piles of concrete, either laying down yellow tarps over 
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remains or putting colored flags in areas where remains were only parts. 
Two excavators had been allowed to start moving the rubble as police, 
fire, and EMTs worked feverishly in the hopes of finding someone alive. 
Jessica and Jade were connected to their team through a wireless radio 
relay and camera on their suits, and Jessica called out to Jade and said, 
“We don’t need body bags. We need baggies.”

“Respect, Jess. Show respect.”
“I am, but this is going to take days, and it’s supposed to rain tonight, 

which is going to make this an even bigger mess.”
Jade put her hands on her hips and looked out over the sea of 

concrete as workers continued to comb through the horror. She spotted 
Jessica off in the distance near the only standing wall of the building 
and said, “Don’t get too close to that wall, Jess. It could come down at 
any second.”

“Jim is over here without a hazmat suit smoking a cigarette and told 
me that the engineers have okayed the wall.”

“Jim has a death wish. Get the fuck out of there.” She watched 
Jessica move on as Jim stood leaning on the wall, smoke billowing from 
his lungs.

“We have a large pocket of remains here,” Jessica called out.
Jade made her way over to her and saw a mixed bag of arms, legs, 

hands, and other body parts all huddled together as if they had fallen. 
Jade looked into the square hole and said, “This must have been an 
elevator shaft. These poor bastards were inside when the building came 
down.” Jessica nodded as more and more people arrived at the scene, 
and Jade barked out instructions while Jim walked out of sight.
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Chapter Three
“Get the fuck out of this  
hospital, you monsters.”

T
he Wilshire Grand Center at 900 Wilshire Boulevard in the 
financial district of Los Angeles was the tallest building west of the 
Mississippi and was scheduled to open officially in a few weeks. 

Foster Baldwin Engineering designed the structure and had its home 
offices on the roof top on the seventy-third floor of the one thousand 
ninety-nine-foot tower. The open-air area and pool as well as bars and 
restaurants had been designed around the firm’s offices and were not 
visible to guests of the hotel that would occupy the building or offices. 
The tower was crowned with a sail-shaped spire that jetted two hundred 
and ninety-four feet into the sky as if off the bow of a great ship and was 
lit by LED lights at night. The engineering feat in earthquake country 
was the work of Stan Foster and Greg Baldwin, two high-rise engineers 
who never said no to a challenge and loved staring death in the eye. 
Rumor had it that Greg Baldwin climbed to the top of the tower’s tip and 
skydived off it in the wee hours of the morning. While there were only 
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a few witnesses to the event, it sent shock waves through the industry, 
namely that Greg Baldwin was far less than mentally stable, and put the 
whole project in peril, causing Stan Foster a great deal of anguish.

Baldwin was a strong, hardy man with a pocked face that he covered 
with a rugged yet well-groomed beard. He kept in great physical shape 
and loved to travel and thrill seek. Foster was his polar opposite. He was 
a frugal, no nonsense man of science and took his work very seriously. 
Stan was rarely without a suit on, and if he was dressed casually, it was 
always business casual. He was five feet ten with a round face and a 
pleasant demeanor. Greg and Stan were both divorced, and while Greg 
was a lady’s man, Stan preferred his love life uncomplicated and used 
high priced escort services for his needs.

Greg was seated at his desk when Stan entered his office and asked, 
“Have you been watching the news?”

“No. I’m getting ready for a trip to Chicago and New York to look 
at the sites of our next projects. What’s up?”

“The Hollywood Versailles Tower collapsed last night.”
Greg looked up from his laptop and asked, “Come again?”
“I didn’t stutter. The Hollywood Versailles Tower collapsed at 

around ten p.m.”
Greg stopped what he was doing and said, “Fifty-year-old high-

rise buildings don’t just collapse, Stan.” Stan turned on a TV, and 
there it was on the news. The two men watched and listened to the 
reporters giving what details they could as well as updating the 
mounting death toll.

Stan clicked off the TV and said, “You should pull your head out 
of the clouds sometime and see what’s really happening in the world.”

“I have enough reality, Stan. It’s a horrific scene, but what does it 
have to do with us?”

“Why does it have to have any connection to us? I’m just pointing 
out that hundreds of people lost their lives last night right here in LA.”

Greg closed his laptop case and said, “Hundreds of people die every 
night here in Los Angeles and around the country and the world. That 
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isn’t a big deal. What is a big deal is a fifty-year-old building collapsing. 
I’m more interested in learning the cause of the collapse.”

“You’re a real piece of work, Greg. You’ll sky dive off the face of 
our building, but you can’t show some common respect for a tragedy?”

“I want to know why the building came down, Stan. You do realize 
that the two of us are sitting in my office nearly a thousand feet above 
the streets of Los Angeles, right? You realize that we engineered 
this building to withstand wind, rain, fire, and earthquakes, and this 
building doesn’t even have a goddamned helipad because we wanted 
to be the most distinctive building on the west coast, so instead of a 
flat roof we built the open-air pool and dining areas and then tiered 
this fucker like a ship. You remember that, right? You remember all of 
the shit we went through with the city and the fire department to make 
this a reality, right?”

“Yes, and this is the finest and safest building that has ever been 
constructed.”

“Yeah, well, that’s what they said about the Titanic and look how 
that turned out.”

Greg shook his head. “Why not just say it’s a building God himself 
couldn’t destroy? Dumbass…the collapse of a building of that caliber 
should make the two of us think about what the hell happened there.”

“As you said, fifty-year-old buildings don’t just collapse. It has to 
be terrorism.” Stan paced over near one of the large windows looking 
out over the city. “If it is terrorism and they brought down a building of 
that size, it means that they could bring down a building of this size or 
greater.”

Greg laughed. “No one is going to destroy this building, Stan. What 
do you want? You want me to know about the tragedy? I know. Are 
you going to throw your bleeding heart into the situation and help them 
investigate the collapse?”

“People died.”
“People die all the time. Unless you have missed it, this project, 

which is basically finished and has a final progress payment due to us, is 
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the only project we have, pal. Now, I don’t know about you, but I don’t 
have millions just taking up free space in the bank. I need to work for a 
living, which means I don’t have time for pro bono work and need to get 
to New York as well as Chicago to see how our bids are coming. Once 
we get the final payment on this project next week, we still need to eat 
and pay our staff and contractors. We have some big ass checks to write 
and need to have an income stream.”

Stan walked back to the front of Greg’s desk, gestured, and said, “I 
know, I know. You’re right. We have a payroll to make and our lives to 
live. I’m just devastated by the sheer loss of life and structure.”

Greg stood up and said, “Me, too. Now, I’m off to New York. Are 
you going to fly out today and meet me, or are you going to meet me in 
Chicago?”

“I’ll see you in New York.”
“Thank you. While my team and I are the brains behind the 

engineering, you are the sales, engineering, and science skills salesman 
that gets us these contracts, and we need a whole lot more contracts and 
deposits really, really soon, or we are going to be in the poor house.” 
He patted Stan on the back as he walked out. Becky Stoltz, one of their 
young engineers, called out to Greg as he headed for the elevator, but 
he kept his head down and said, “Talk to Stan, Becky. I have a plane to 
catch.”

Becky smiled as Stan came out of Greg’s office and said, “I have 
been with you two for three years, and I still don’t get Greg.”

Stan smiled halfheartedly and said, “I’ve been working with Greg 
for nearly three decades, and I don’t understand him, so what’s up?”

“I was working late last night with Bobbie Aster, and she and I 
think that we have the final phase of the power problem for the tower 
worked out.”

“That’s great. Can you get a write-up on my desk by this afternoon?”
Becky nodded and asked, “Did you see what happened in Hollywood 

last night?”
“I did. It’s horrible and really makes you think.”
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Becky was stone-faced and said, “Talk around the office is it was a 
terrorist’s attack.”

“Is that talking amongst coworkers or is it off the media?”
“A little of both.”
“Well, until we are told it was a terror attack, it is an unsolved 

mystery, and let’s keep it that way. We are a well-respected firm, and the 
last thing we need is to have our employees spreading vicious nonsense 
and undermining the historic work we have done on this project.”

Becky nodded and walked into the ladies’ room. She pressed speed 
dial on her phone, and Bobbie’s voice came on the line. “Have you 
spoken to anyone else about the downing of the Versailles building?”

“No. Why?”
“I ran into Stan and Greg up here in their offices. Neither of them 

seems to know much about what happened in Hollywood.”
“No one knows, Becky… and I think that was by design.” Becky 

was urinating, and Bobbie asked, “Are you peeing?”
“Yes.”
“Jesus, girl. Don’t call me when you’re in the bathroom.”
“I had to go, and I needed to speak to you. Aren’t you just a little 

surprised that there hasn’t been a lot of media coverage on this event?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because no one knows what they are dealing with yet.” Becky 

backed off her tone a bit and asked, “Do you know what’s going on?”
“I can neither confirm nor deny material knowledge of this 

situation.”
Becky shook her head and said, “You have the hair on the back of 

my neck on end, Bobbie. You have talked about a situation just like this 
several times over the years.”

“So?”
“So…I know that you were close to Colonel Colleen Bolton and 

many of her men and women. I know that you idolized her and were 
moved to almost assist her in the Rome Is Burning mission.”
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“So?”
“So, please tell me that you had nothing to do with this.”
“I just answered you.”
“Bobbie, this is not one of your video games where you can kill 

and get killed and start over. There are hundreds of dead people who 
can’t be reanimated. There is devastation for blocks in Hollywood. You 
and I have been together through some bad shit over the past fifteen 
years. Both of us went through Bolton’s court martial; we both left 
the Corps together when things were over with Bolton. We survived 
the fire storm that she unleashed on Los Angeles and the terror that 
followed. We both lost our families and children in the aftermath, but 
we pulled ourselves up. I just need to know that you’re not somehow 
involved in this…or worse.”

Bobbie asked, “Do you really think that I would hurt people?”
“I know you’re capable of it. I have seen some of your handiwork.”
“Those were isolated cases and in ALL of those cases the people I 

dealt with or had dealt with ALL deserved it or have you forgotten the 
attacks, the rapes, the savageness we endured?”

“I remember every second of it, and I support you a hundred percent 
in taking out those people, and I love you and thank you for it.”

“We fell victim to several of those camel jockeys because women 
are chattel to them, and I found them and took care of them.”

“As I said, I’m thankful to you for that. I just want to make sure 
you’re not trying to play the terror card.”

Bobbie laughed. “The terror card? You mean taking the playbook 
from those Arab assholes and Americanizing it?”

“Yes.”
“You know me better than that. Those assholes were running around 

yelling ‘Allahu Akbar’ and planning horrible things. You and I don’t 
give a rat’s ass about God. We are evil capitalist women, remember?”

Becky was holding the phone to her ear as she dried her hands and 
said, “Just don’t put yourself or me into the middle of another mess. 
We skated on Bolton’s plot because we talked it over, and we are still 
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alive because of that decision. The things that have happened to us 
don’t define us. Please don’t put us in the middle of a war that will get 
us killed.”

“You don’t need to worry about it. Now, did you tell the guys that 
we solved the power problem?”

“Yeah. I told Stan. Greg was on his way out of town. Stan wants me 
to have a write-up on the fix on his desk this afternoon.”

“Well, don’t keep the boss man waiting. Get it done.” The line went 
dead, and Becky looked at the phone in her hands and shook her head.

Sara and Karen had called a code red at Northridge Hospital for 
the ER. The emergency room was over capacity, and there were more 
patients than doctors. Sara had every doctor on staff working. Even 
non-medically trained staff, such as Cindy, were roped into triage and 
following the orders of doctors and nurse practitioners to treat the least 
injured. As a certified trauma center, they had received a glut of patients 
after the collapse. Many were beyond saving and weren’t identifiable. 
They were on gurneys that lined the hallways, most sedated until 
death. The few who could speak were talking to clergy and explaining 
who they were for next of kin. Karen called out to security as several 
reporters and cameramen were running down one of the hallways from 
the main entrance.

“Jesus Christ! Get them the fuck out of here. The damn vultures 
are descending on the dead and dying.” Security was able to stop all 
but one reporter and her cameraman who had made it to the end of the 
hall where three gurneys were lined up with three small children. The 
reporter yelled for lights as she raised her microphone but never got a 
word out before Karen struck her on the side of the head with a bedpan. 
“You goddamn piece of shit. We’re trying to save lives here. Get the 
fuck out of this hospital, you monster.”

“We have a right to be here. The people have a right to know.”
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Sara heard the scuffle and ran over to Karen and handed her a 
syringe; the two stabbed the reporter and her cameraman in the arms, 
and the two collapsed in seconds. Security returned with LAPD, and 
one officer asked, “Are these from the building?”

Karen smiled at Sara and then told the officer, “No. They’re trash. 
Would you please take them out?”

The cop smiled and said, “Happy to.” He and a couple of other 
officers dragged the two out of the building on their faces.

Sara was shaking her head as she worked on a middle-aged man 
with several broken bones. “Great. Not only are we going to get sued, 
but those two are going to need medical attention.”

“Well, if they do, they are going to have to travel a long way to get 
it because no local hospitals are treating cuts, contusions, or abrasions.”

Sara laughed and asked, “Have you heard from Harry or Justin? 
Didn’t they live in that building?”

“They did, but both are okay. Harry was late getting home, and 
Justin was at Providence with a patient.”

She snickered, and Sara asked, “What’s so funny?”
“Justin told me on the phone that it was a hypochondriac patient that 

saved his life. He told me he will never give him a bad rap again.”
Sara laughed and said, “I have done all I can do here.”
The patient was out, and Karen asked, “Will he survive?”
“I don’t know. Both legs were crushed in the collapse, and we don’t 

have anyone to operate right now. I have done the best I can to restore 
as much blood flow as possible, but if he doesn’t get surgery in the 
next few hours he will either lose his legs or end up with sepsis. He 
has open wounds from several compound fractures, but there’s only so 
much I can do to clean them and bandage them. If this were a normal 
case, I would say he had a shot, but being in a hospital where infections 
abound…I don’t give him much of a chance.”
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Chapter Four
“Puzzle? You think this is  

some kind of game?”

J
esus had placed the envelope and note into a plastic bag. When John 
saw what Jesus had done, he said, “Tell me that’s an unused bag.”

Jesus looked up at him and said, “I’m an investigative reporter, 
Agent Swenson. Believe it or not, I know how to handle evidence.”

Christina was standing behind Jesus as John took the bag from him 
and asked, “What do you want us to do now?”

“Have you received today’s mail?”
Jesus shook his head and said, “It’s in the mail room being scanned 

for anthrax and other agents.”
Chris was standing near the edge of the cubicle and asked, “Can you 

take us to the mail room, so we can have a talk with the staff?”
Jesus rose and said, “Follow me.” The four walked to an elevator 

and after entering Jesus said, “Our mail security manager is an asshole.”
John smiled and said, “Don’t worry, so am I.” The doors opened into 

the basement of the Times building, and it was bustling with activity. 
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There was a loud booming voice screaming orders to people, and John 
looked at Chris who had the same confused look on his face. Suddenly, 
John called out, “Frank!”

There was a pause, and the voice boomed, “John? Where the fuck 
are you?”

John and Chris rounded a corner with Jesus and Christina in tow. 
The short fat Frank Snell looked up at John and asked, “So, where is 
your other shadow?”

“Jim’s working downtown with Sam.”
Frank nodded and said, “I heard about Barbara. How’s he doing?”
“As good as can be expected, so how are you? I thought you retired 

from the LAPD?”
“Yeah, well, even a washed-up homicide detective needs something 

to do, so I took this piece of shit job to fill my time. I understand security, 
and I have this place running like a safe, well-oiled machine. What the 
hell brings you to the dungeon of the Times?”

“Mail.”
“And to whom might that mail be addressed?” Jesus raised his hand, 

and Frank laughed and said, “What? Did you finally get your spick ass 
in trouble with the feds, Jesus?”

Christina frowned, and John said, “Mr. Alvarez is helping my office 
in an investigation.”

“Let me guess. Blood-soaked envelopes?” John nodded, and Frank 
stepped over to a small bucket of mail and said, “There are three for 
Jesus today. Any idea who they are from?” John shook his head, and 
Frank handed John the bin and said, “Well, if you need another pair of 
eyes, you know where to find me.”

Jim was standing at his office window smoking a cigarette when 
Sam knocked on the door, and he told her to come in. He lit a second 
smoke and handed it to her. She took a hit off of it and said, “I just got 
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word that three more blood-soaked envelopes have showed up at the 
Times offices.”

Jim nodded, taking a long hit off his cigarette, and asked, “Did you 
think that the note we received was going to be the last?”

“No. They said there would be more.”
“Who has the letters?”
“The FBI.”
“The FBI or John and Chris?”
“What’s the difference?”
Jim let out a soft laugh and tapped his cigarette on an ashtray and 

said, “The difference is in catching a terror group or letting it get away.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Of course, you don’t. You haven’t dealt with terrorism.” Sam shot 

him a look, and he said, “Yeah, yeah. I know. You’ve had all kinds 
of terrorism training and have all those pretty certificates on your wall 
in your office with those special awards and merits for dedication to 
stopping the terrorist threat.”

“And that means nothing?”
“It doesn’t mean a goddamn thing, kid. You don’t know the first 

thing about terrorism because you haven’t had to deal with the REAL 
thing. You can attend all the training sessions you like, but nothing 
prepares you to deal with the real thing.”

She put her cigarette in the ashtray, looked at him, and asked, “And 
would you call this your typical terrorist threat?”

Jim laughed heartily as he stubbed out his cigarette. “Typical? 
There is no such thing. Every threat is different. Ninety-nine percent of 
the time it is just some bullshit from some nut case looking for a little 
attention. And in half of those cases, we never find the asshole. No. This 
is not your fucking run of the mill terror situation. These fucks haven’t 
even made any demands. They just blew up a goddamned building to 
prove they can do it. We have an entire city that is clueless right now, 
and that’s how we want it. Why do I want John and Chris as opposed to 
the FBI’s anti-terror unit? John knows what the fuck he’s doing.”
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“So, the rest of the FBI agents are a bunch of inept assholes?”
“Calling them inept is a compliment. They’re clueless assholes who 

spend hours even days around desks and conference tables talking on 
and on about the threat and making plans to combat it, and that is only 
when they feel the threat is credible.”

“I think the destruction of a fourteen-story private residence in the 
country’s second largest city, and a death toll that is the worst on U.S. 
soil since the 9/11 attacks, is pretty fuckin’ credible.”

He nodded. “You’ve got that right, but what they don’t know is how 
to fight an enemy that has no face. An enemy who moves not only in 
shadow but knows how to navigate in pure darkness. An enemy that 
values high body counts over demands and threats. You see, these guys 
are the real deal. They aren’t terrorists in the most literal sense of the 
word; these guys are hostage takers, and they have just taken the City of 
Los Angeles hostage. They can move with impunity through our streets 
and murder our citizens, and there isn’t a goddamn thing we can do to 
stop them unless John can solve the puzzle.”

“Puzzle? You think this is some kind of game?” Sam was red-faced.
“It’s always a game. The only difference in this type of game is that 

human lives are the game pieces. In all of the time you have worked 
with me and all of the cases you have dealt with, both Eagle related and 
general cases, you have never come to understand that every crime is 
nothing but a game.”

Sam stepped away from the window and looked Jim up and down. 
“I have never seen crime as a game.”

“Well, you better get your eyes checked because crime fighting is a 
meticulous game, and ninety-nine percent of criminals are no match for 
us. However, there is that one percent, that one percent of bad people 
who know what the hell they’re doing. They do it so well that they rarely 
even make our radar unless they want to. In this case, the stakes of the 
game are huge as the game pieces are human beings. These people are 
going to make a ransom demand, if they haven’t already, and it’s going 
to be HUGE. And while the city and others in high places spin their 
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wheels on what to do since they don’t negotiate with terrorists, citizens 
will be murdered by the hundreds even thousands. Society isn’t going to 
tolerate it, and they will be begging in the streets or taking to the streets 
as vigilantes hunting in vain and hurting and killing innocents all in 
the name of safety. This, Sam, is the real deal, and with the next attack 
this city could descend into anarchy…and that might just be what these 
assholes want.”

Sam stepped back several steps, shaking her head. “That’s 
impossible. That could never happen here. We are a civilized society. 
We have been charged with the public’s safety, and we will catch these 
monsters before that could ever happen.”

The smile left Jim’s face as he pulled his Zippo and another cigarette 
out of his top left pocket. “Where were you in the great fires?”

“Out of town.”
“You lost loved ones, right?” Sam nodded. “Everything that you 

owned was destroyed in the fires, right?” Sam nodded once more. “You 
want to know where I was?” Sam stared straight through him. “I was up 
to my neck in the mess, as was the Eagle. Even Chris wasn’t on the radar 
in those days. I knew Colleen Bolton as did John because he served 
with her in the Marine Corps. She had an axe to grind, an axe that even 
the Eagle would have supported her in delivering, but she lost her way 
as did several other men and women, including Javier Santiago’s only 
son Valente, a former Marine who served under Bolton. They followed 
Colleen right into the arms of the Eagle but not before killing millions 
of Angelinos. All of the perps died horrifically at the hands of the Eagle. 
I knew many of the men involved in that attack as did John. We had our 
own team of mercenaries to counter hers, but even that wasn’t enough 
to save all those lives. So, look at those fancy things you have on your 
walls and desk and imagine that you understand terror and terrorism. 
Right now, I’m praying that John and Chris have more intel and that they 
have started to make the moves that will end in checkmate on this new 
breed of animal with little loss of further life. Don’t get me wrong…I 
don’t think the killing is near over. The body count will rise. I’m just 
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hoping that John figures it out before we sink into that aforementioned 
anarchy.”

Three laptops and four tablets were perched on a conference room 
table on the forty first floor of suite 4100 at 874 North Michigan 
Avenue in Chicago, Illinois. The John Hancock Tower was over a 
thousand feet tall and an icon of the Chicago skyline. Greg Baldwin 
was standing near one of the large windows looking out over Lake 
Michigan and asked, “Where are we with the Second Season Tower 
project bid?”

Blake Pierce peered up over his laptop and said, “Our bid is in, 
Greg. It’s under consideration by the city planning commission. We 
should have an answer in the next week.”

Carroll Simpson was leaning back in a large leather chair with a 
tablet in his hands and asked, “Are we going to talk about the elephant 
in the room?”

A pleasant young woman entered the room with a little skip in 
her step. Her red hair was up in a bun, and her pale complexion was 
almost porcelain. She had bright green eyes and a huge smile and 
said, “Oh Carroll, must you be so droll and direct? Why can’t you 
show a little decorum? There are a lot of dead people in Hollywood 
this afternoon.”

He shrugged his broad shoulders and said, “Suit yourself. This is 
your game. I’m just doing the heavy lifting. Well, me and my people.” 
He paused and looked at Alice and said, “And on the note of elephants 
and lifting, you people owe us a progress payment. You also need to get 
us the permits for the next job.”

Greg sat down and asked, “You don’t have the permits yet?” Carroll 
shook his head, and Greg looked at Alice and asked, “What the hell have 
you been doing, Alice? I thought those permits were obtained months 
ago. I was told that the project was ahead of schedule.”
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“Who told you that? Did I tell you that?” Alice put her short, slender 
legs up on the table. She pushed one of her Prada heels off her foot as 
she waited for Greg’s response.

“I was told that the project was underway and ahead of schedule.”
“Is it my beauty that has you flustered, Greg? I ask again. Did I tell 

you that?”
Greg slammed his fist down on the conference room table and said, 

“I was told this by the people who work for you, Alice, now stop being 
a damn bitch and tell me what the holdup is.”

“The holdup is an issue of regulatory statutes that I have been dealing 
with, along with city and state building and zoning permits as well as 
working with the building’s owners.” Greg stood up and paced near the 
window. Alice smiled and asked, “Who knows about this, Greg?”

He didn’t turn to face her. “It was in a list.”
“And is that list in the public domain?” Greg nodded, and Alice 

laughed. “You do know that that was really stupid, right? I mean, 
getting permits to work on a low-level condominium complex is a 
cake walk, but the targets that you want to hit are ambitious at the 
least. There are employee background checks that have to be done 
as well as getting the materials that we need through security for the 
venues and then the pure logistics of timing an operation once we 
have an approved contract.”

Greg turned to Alice and said, “Look, you little bitch, I know you 
think that you are all that, but you’re not. You inherited a pest control 
company from your father, which just happens to be one of the largest 
in the U.S. You should have no problem getting your little mitts on 
everything that is needed to do these jobs no matter how goddamned 
secure or impossible. Stan and I didn’t become the most in demand 
structural engineers of high-rise buildings in the world by accident, you 
know. We know how to grease a few palms and pull a few strings to get 
what we want.”

“And yet you have four contracts in limbo. You can’t find someone 
on your staff to grease a few palms, so Carroll and I can get a team into 
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your next target and set up? Come on, Greg. You need to start smelling 
what you’re shoveling. I’m doing my job as are my people. You have 
to hold up your end of the deal. Now, as to that progress payment, it is 
actually a contract due in full, Greg. We did our job and brought down 
the Hollywood Versailles Tower and handed you a body count, so we 
want our money.”

Greg sat down and said, “Stan is coming in tonight. I will get with 
him and have the final payment remitted to you in Bitcoin.”

Alice stood up and said, “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it? Now…if 
you and Stan can get us the permits we need and get the extermination 
contract awarded to us, we can get started on your opus, and we can all 
collect our money and go on about our lives.”

“How long will it take to set it up?”
“Well, it won’t happen overnight. Given the size of the venue, about 

a month.”
Greg shook his head and said, “Jesus Christ! A month? Are you 

fuckin’ kidding me? We just blew up a building and killed hundreds of 
people just to prove that we can. The ransom demand is out, and while 
there is no date for the next kill it is my understanding that there were 
four targets given with only one of those being the real thing, and I was 
told that the project was moving. There is no way we are going to be 
able to hide from law enforcement or collect a ransom without another 
large and very public body count.”

Alice put her shoe back on and stood up. “Then, you better pick a 
high kill target off the grid that my people can access right away. That 
way, we can blow up some more people and perhaps get paid and leave 
the opus off the list, or you will just have to hide out in LA or worse, 
leave the country and bankrupt your company.”

Greg was seething and said, “I am not going to lose everything I 
have worked for because of some technical difficulty. We will find you 
another target, and we will get the permits through and the background 
stuff done. Can you work on two projects with the same pros you did in 
Hollywood?”
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“I have unlimited resources when it comes to demolition, Greg, so 
don’t worry about that. Just pay us for the services rendered and give 
me a call when you have the next job, and I will get Becky and Bobbie 
working on the project.”

“We are going to need a high kill, and we are going to need it within 
a week.” Greg paused and said, “Becky and Bobbie think we’re unaware 
of their actions in LA.”

Alice shrugged. “If you ask me, that’s a good thing. If for any reason 
they get nabbed, they can’t point a finger at the two of you, and I’m here 
in Chicago along with my key people, so the two of them are flying on 
their own in a lot of ways. Consider yourselves fortunate that they don’t 
know and move on. Just get me what I need, and I will make it happen, 
dear. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a meeting at the pier, and I can’t 
keep a client waiting.”

Alice left the room, and Carroll laughed and said, “You don’t want 
to get on the wrong side of that bitch.”

Blake had been listening to the exchange while typing on his laptop 
and said, “You need to get Alice her money, so that we can get paid, 
Greg. We will work with you on a secondary target while you work on 
your opus. Perhaps we’ll get a large enough body count out of the next 
building to get the ransom paid, and we can all go our separate ways 
without having to blow up a Super Bowl.” Greg just shook his head and 
stormed out of the office.
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Chapter Five
“We can have a global  

audience for the mass killing.”

T
hree blood-soaked envelopes and letters, and none of them have a 
DNA match.” Chris was standing with his tablet in his hands and 
beamed the report to John. “Not only no match, but two of the notes 

are just rambling. It’s note three that gives us our killer’s demands.”
There was a knock on John’s office door, and Lance and Philly were 

looking on at the two men. John invited them in and asked them to close 
the door. Just as Philly was closing it, Jim’s shoe blocked the edge, and 
Sam pushed her way in, and Jim closed the door behind him. John sat 
down at his desk as Chris leaned against a wall, and Jim said, “Let me 
guess. No DNA match.” John nodded, and Jim asked, “Have all of the 
bodies from the tower collapse been processed?”

Chris answered, “No. Why?”
Jim laughed and said, “The DNA on those envelopes came from one 

or even three of the victims of the attack. I see that the FBI hasn’t made 
a public statement with regard to this being a terrorist attack.”

“
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John minced no words in his response. “No, we haven’t, and we 
are not going to. As far as the public knows, the cause of the collapse is 
under investigation, and that’s the way it is going to stay for as long as 
possible.”

Sam was leaning against a window in the far corner and said, 
“Well…there are four potential targets on the table for the next attack, 
so we better sort this out fast because your head’s going to be on the 
chopping block for keeping a terrorist attack under wraps if it happens.”

Jim looked at her and said, “It won’t just be John. It’ll be all of us. 
If you ask me, we leak it to the press. Shit, give it to the Times reporter, 
and let him cite unnamed sources.”

John was staring at his tablet and said, “You’re right, Jim. We 
do need to get word out to the public, but it can’t be a formal press 
conference. Jesus Alvarez knows. He received the letters. We can leak 
the story through him.”

“And you don’t think that Alvarez is going to tell all he knows and 
who he got the information from?” Sam asked in a sarcastic tone.

John looked at her and said, “I can handle Mr. Alvarez. What we 
need to deal with is securing these four targets and investigating anyone 
working on the structures. We also need to know all of the contractors 
who were working the Versailles remodel.”

“I’m already on that one,” Chris said. “I should have a list soon. 
That will give us the name of our attacker or at least the firm that was 
behind the attack.”

Philly spoke up and said, “Look, folks. The reality is that we have a 
very, very sophisticated group here, and they want money, right?” John 
nodded, and Philly asked, “What’s the demand?”

“One billion dollars.”
Jim coughed hard and asked, “Say again?”
“A billion dollars, Jim. Billion with a ‘B.’”
“Have you passed that on to Washington as well as Sacramento and 

the mayor’s office?”
“Yes.”
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“And?”
“We don’t negotiate with terrorists.”
Jim stood up and said, “You’re fucking kidding me, right? 

These aren’t terrorists in the vein we’ve dealt with before. These are 
extortionists, pal, and they will keep killing more and more people until 
they get what they want. This isn’t about negotiating; this is about facing 
reality. This is a whole new ball game, and these people can get to our 
citizens whenever they like. And as of right now, we can’t stop them. 
How do they want us to respond to their demand?”

John walked over to Sam and said, “That’s the problem. They 
haven’t asked for a response. They haven’t given instructions on where 
the money should go or how to pay it.”

Philly said, “I guess it won’t be by money order or wire transfer.”
“When they make their demand with instructions,” Chris said, “the 

demand will be for cash in Bitcoin.”
Lance looked on and said, “Digital currency. Untraceable once in 

the cyber world.”
Sam asked, “How do we know they will stop killing even if they get 

paid?”
John was looking out over the veteran’s cemetery across the street 

and said, “We don’t, and I don’t think they will. They will leave LA, but 
they will set up shop in another city and start the process all over. Paying 
the ransom will do nothing to protect American lives. We have to find 
them and kill them.”

Jim nodded as did Lance and Philly. Sam sat still, and Chris asked, 
“And just how the hell are we going to do this?”

“Quickly,” Jim said, “and carefully. Time is not on our side, folks, 
and these guys want to kill more before they get paid just to prove a 
point.”

“What point is that?” Sam asked.
“That they can kill Americans at will, and they can do it with massive 

body counts.”
Philly said, “Fuckin’ towel heads!”
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John spoke softly. “These aren’t foreign terrorists. These are home 
grown, well educated, and well-trained killers.”

“Mercs?” Lance asked.
“I don’t think so. I saw something like this in nineteen-ninety-four. 

A series of government and bank buildings were bombed in Thailand.”
Philly asked, “The Bangkok attacks?”
“Yeah. Four buildings in a month, not with the precision of the 

Hollywood attack, but the attackers were paid several hundred million 
and then vanished.”

Lance looked around the room and said, “This is way above any 
of our paygrades, people. We have a perfect terror group that is, for all 
intents and purposes, invisible, and we are not only going to flush them 
out, we are going to take them out? I’m sorry, but I just don’t see it.”

John said, “Get me the list of companies that worked on Versailles. 
That’s our starting point. We also need any and all security video that 
survived the building implosion. We need to see workers. There might 
be a recognizable face.”

“And just what the fuck do you want us to do?” Jim asked, pulling a 
cigarette out of his top left pocket.

John turned to face the group and said, “Start calling in favors. Start 
investigating, but under the radar. We can’t have mass hysteria on our 
hands. We leak vague information to the public and ask them to be 
vigilant and report suspicious behavior.”

Jim just laughed and said, “I can see the 911 switchboards now. ‘I 
see a guy. He looks like he might be planning something.’ The cops are 
only going to go on so many wild goose chases before even they give 
up.”

“It’s all we have, Jim. We need the public. We need our contacts, and 
we are going to need a shitload of luck if we are even going to get close 
on this one before the next attack.”

Everyone nodded, and Sam said, “While the official position of 
government on all levels is that we don’t negotiate with terrorists, that 
position is going to change if they hit another soft target with an even 
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bigger body count.” Once more, everyone nodded, and the meeting 
broke up.

Jerry Goldman was perched on a scaffolding on the side of a building 
that his employers, Spaulding Extermination and Industrial Services, 
had been hired to fumigate. He had been with the company for three 
years and oversaw the residential extermination contracts in Southern 
California. He had a crew of twenty men, and he was well liked. He was 
yelling instructions into a two-way radio when he saw one of his men 
two stories down pounding something into the side of the building. He 
yelled down, but the worker didn’t acknowledge him, and he quickly 
snapped a harness clip to his safety ropes and slid down from his perch 
to the worker. “What the hell are you doing?”

The young man looked at Jerry and said, “My job. What are you 
doing?”

Jerry was looking the young man up and down and asked, “Who do 
you work for?”

“Who do you work for?”
“Don’t answer a question with a question. I don’t recognize you.”
The young man was wearing a yellow hardhat with wisps of curly 

blonde hair poking out the sides and said, “I don’t recognize you either, 
so what’s your point?” Jerry was visibly angry and radioed for the 
general contractor’s foreman as the young man started to walk away.

“Hey! Where the fuck do you think you’re going? Who are you, and 
what the hell are you doing on this site?”

The man waved and walked out of sight. The foreman arrived a few 
minutes later, and Jerry told him about the guy. The foreman laughed 
and said, “Was the kid tan with blonde hair?” Jerry nodded. “Don’t 
worry about it. He’s a contractor for Spaulding.”

“I’m the head of Spaulding’s jobs out here, and that guy doesn’t 
work for me.”
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The old foreman laughed and said, “Jerry, you know that Spaulding 
has other divisions to the company, right?” He nodded, and the old man 
said, “That kid has been on every site I have been on for the past year. 
He handles other stuff for the company, too.”

“What type of stuff? I just saw that fucker drive something into a 
pillar.” Jerry led the old man over to the reinforcing pillar of the building, 
and the two looked at the concrete closely but couldn’t see a hole or any 
object in the concrete. “What the hell?” Jerry said. The old man was 
staring at Jerry, who continued, “He had a small sledge hammer, and I 
saw him drive something into the concrete.”

“Well, I don’t see anything, Jerry. Maybe you need a break. The sun 
is getting to your head.”

“Since you know the kid, what does he do?”
“I don’t know. I’ve seen him and a team of men on a couple of jobs 

putting in wireless extermination devices. The last job he was on was 
the Versailles job. The kid and five or six other guys worked on that job 
for Spaulding, and they were putting those remote wireless units into the 
walls and concrete to kill pests.”

“We don’t use such technology. And if we do, no one has told me 
about it.”

The old man shrugged and said, “Not my problem. I have enough to 
deal with on this job. When are you going to get the rest of the building 
tented, so we can get our tenants back in here?”

Jerry pulled out a thin tablet and looked at the screen and said, “We 
should have the units tented tonight, and then we will release the gas. 
You should have everyone back in their homes in a few days.”

“I hope the fuck so. My bosses are screaming like crazy, and the 
tenants are losing it. We have four hundred people in hotels, and we 
need to get them back into their homes.” Jerry nodded as the old man 
walked away.

  Terry Gallo walked off the site after the tense conversation with 
Jerry. He pulled a cellphone from his pocket and dialed a number. “I 
thought that everyone was on the same page here?”



34 • Chapter Five

“What are you talking about?”
“I’m the only munitions expert on this damn job, and I just had a 

run-in with one of your foremen.”
“Who?”
“Jerry Goldman.”
“What job site are you working on?”
“I’m on the condo project in Century City.”
“Which one?”
“2131 Century Parke Lane.”
“Who told you to go out there?”
“Becky told me that this was the next job.”
There was a pause, and the female voice on the other end of the line 

was deliberate, “I will speak to Becky. What have you done out there 
so far?”

“Nothing really. I drilled a few test holes and put in a synchronizing 
sensor.”

“What got you into an argument with Jerry?”
“He saw me drive the sensor into a pillar. I didn’t know he was 

above me, and he slid down from two stories up and got in my face.”
“Did he see the sensor?”
“I doubt it. I put instant cement over the hole and then walked off.”
“Have you ever worked with him before?”
“No. This was my first experience with him. He’s kind of a prick.”
“Yes…well, he is one of our best foremen.”
“Does he know what we are doing?”
“No…but I’m concerned that he saw you on the job and that you 

were drilling and preparing charges.”
“So, kill him.”
“No…he’s harmless.”
“Your tone tells me otherwise. Do you have the hots for the guy?”
“No, but I know someone who does, and you don’t want to cross 

her. I’m a professional, and I want my people to be as well…and that 
means you.”
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“Okay, okay. Jesus. Is it that time of the month?”
“I will be having a conversation with Becky, and I will call you 

back.”
Terry hung up the line and said to himself, “I’m pretty sure he’s 

going to do more snooping, and if he finds that synchronizer there is 
going to be big trouble.”

Bobbie Aster walked into Becky’s office and shut the door. “What’s 
wrong?” Becky asked.

“Why did you send Terry out to the Century City job?”
Becky stretched out her arms, yawned, and said, “I just wanted him 

to scope it out.”
“Scope it out?” Becky nodded. “Does scoping it out include setting 

a remote synchronizing sensor?”
“Yeah. It’s just a sensor. Why? What happened?”
“Jerry saw him set the sensor.”
“Did Jerry see it?”
“Terry doesn’t think so, but the sensor is set, and if Jerry starts 

messing around it won’t take much to find it.”
Becky stood up and walked around a little. “When are Stan and 

Greg going to be back in town?”
“In a day or two. They were in Chicago this afternoon and now are 

in New York trying to get more work.”
Becky paced a bit more and said, “Those two know nothing about 

what we are doing, right?”
“Right. At least I don’t think so. Greg has been more inquisitive 

about things, and I think that Stan is oblivious. They’re more focused on 
getting work and, of course, getting the venues that we worked out for 
them as jobs. I think that we need to send another letter.”

Becky shook her head. “No…no more letters. Right now, we can’t 
live up to what we have promised. With the Versailles Tower down and 
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the death toll over eight hundred, they know we mean business. However, 
we both know that the standard government response is coming, so we 
need an even larger body count, and that four-story condo complex in 
Century City isn’t going to get us that.”

Bobbie was leaning against a wall of books as she spoke. “There 
are multiple buildings. If we do another late-night detonation and 
synchronize them to fall at the same time, we will get over a thousand 
people with that blast. You’ll have a death toll nearing two thousand, 
then the city, state, and feds will take notice.”

“I think you’re playing with fire. I agree we need a high body count 
but hitting a condo complex isn’t what we need. We need a high-profile 
target with a lot of publicity.”

Bobbie was quiet, then a sinister smile crossed her face. “You 
know…the Oscars are coming up. That’s the target we need to hit. 
We can kill three birds with one stone. Rid Hollywood of some liberal 
celebrities while sending shock waves around the world. Destroy a 
historic building and, most importantly, have a global audience for the 
mass killing.”

“You want to hit the Dolby Theater?”
“Yes! I have the inside track on getting the job to do setup.”
A smile grew across Becky’s face, and she asked, “You’re going to 

bed Marty Gomez again?”
Bobbie nodded. “We’ve been seeing each other off and on. If I do 

right by him in the bedroom, he will do right by me in the boardroom. 
He will get us on the job, and our people can get full access to the 
building.”

Becky sat down on a couch in the office and asked, “How many 
people will we need?”

“Every person we have.”
“How are you going to explain this to Greg and Stan? The company 

isn’t going to get paid for this.”
“Exposure. Tons and tons of free advertising for Foster Baldwin, as 

well as Spaulding.”
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Becky frowned and asked, “Do you think that exposure for an 
extermination company is a great idea? I mean, we can list Foster 
Baldwin as the face of the project…but an extermination company?”

“We’ll keep Spaulding in the background. I’ll call Martin now and 
set up a dinner for tonight. You get our people together for a meeting at 
my house tomorrow morning. We are going to need a ton of things done 
and fast. Do we have the explosives to do a job of this size?”

“Oh yeah,” Becky said. “No problems there. The raw materials are 
stored in a warehouse downtown but can’t be mixed until a day or two 
before use as they have a short effective life span. What we need is 
manpower and the right people to blow the show.”

“I will have our men at your house tomorrow. Blowing up the show 
is no problem. The problem is getting in and getting started.”

Becky said, “I have to call Alice. She’ll want to know about the new 
target, and she will also need to send in reinforcements.”

“So…call her.”
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Chapter Six
“Have mercy. I have a  

wife and children.”

J
im was having a beer with Javier when he saw John walk in. “Where’s 
your shadow?”

“Karen had a doctor’s appointment for the baby, so he’s with her.”
Jim nodded and pulled a cigarette out of his top left pocket, lit it, and 

asked, “No word from our killers?”
“Just the letters and the ransom demand.”
“And no DNA on the letters?”
“It’s human. That’s all we know. Jade and Jessica are running DNA 

on the victims, but no hits so far.”
“You’ll get a hit. Don’t worry about that. The blood used to soak 

those last letters and envelopes came from someone at the complex.”
“How can you be so sure?”
Jim laughed as he exhaled and said, “You’re not the only one who 

pays attention, John. I read the notes, and I’ve been nosing around. Not 
only do I think that the DNA is going to be from a resident of that 
building, I think that very resident is still alive.”
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John sat down, and Javier ordered him a glass of tonic water. “You 
think that the person whose DNA is on those envelopes is alive?”

“I do.”
“Do you think they were involved in the bombing?” Jim shook his 

head. John’s face grew grave, and he asked, “So, you think someone 
was spared, and the killers had access to his blood?”

“Yep. Most likely a blood donor. I think one of our killers works in 
the medical field, my friend, or at least that’s his day job.”

John’s drink came, and he sipped it and said, “That doesn’t make 
any sense, Jim.”

“It will make perfect sense once we know who our donor is. Until 
then, we have to be patient. Tell me something. Are you buying the 
potential targets?”

“They’re all public venues. It makes sense to attack a place that 
would give them a high body count.” Jim didn’t respond, and John 
asked, “Why? Don’t you?” Jim shook his head as he put out his cigarette. 
“So…where do you think they’re going to strike?”

“A major event, something that is going to couple live TV and a lot 
of famous people.”

John finished off his tonic water as Javier brought him another then 
said, “The Oscars?”

“Yeah,” Jim said, “the fuckin’ Oscars. It’s the biggest event in 
Hollywood; it gets a worldwide audience when the damn show goes 
live, and you have the Hollywood elite all in one place. It’s a huge target 
and softer than you might think.”

“The security on that event is insane, Jim. There’s no way anyone is 
going to be able to set up that site for a blast.”

Jim laughed again and said, “And no one thought that a fourteen-
story building could be brought down either, but it was. We know it’s 
terrorism. The media is running with the story even though we are 
keeping our mouths shut for now, and in the meantime, I think that the 
Dolby Theater is going to be the next target!”
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Jerry Goldman was walking the condo complex and shining a 
flashlight at the tented buildings they had just completed. One of his 
exterminators was nearby, and he asked, “When are we releasing the 
bombs?”

“In about an hour, Jerry.”
“I need to go into one of the buildings, so let the men know not to 

release the gas until I give the all clear.”
Jerry pulled back a section of thick canvas, and his man threw him a 

gas mask and said, “Just to be safe, boss.”
Jerry nodded and closed the canvas behind him. He walked the 

exterior of the building, shining his flashlight at each of the pillars that 
supported the building. He had made his way to the one that he had 
seen Terry working on and walked around it very slowly while running 
his bare hands over it. He pulled a small hammer off his work belt and 
struck the concrete in several locations and dust fell but nothing else. 
He was about to move on when he noticed a small crack above his head. 
He found a ladder and climbed up and cleared away some cement to 
see a hole with a small grey tube in it. He shined the light and then said, 
“What the fuck?”

It was just after ten p.m., and Philly was working with several pieces 
of the explosives from the Versailles Tower implosion. Lance was sitting 
at a small table with him in their shop and was testing residue with a 
small chemistry kit. He never looked up as he shook a vial and held it 
out in front of him and said, “I have never seen C4 behave this way.”

Philly looked at the vial and said, “Wow! Now that’s some heavy 
mercury fulminate.”

Lance nodded and asked, “Isn’t this more for blasting caps? This 
shit is not exactly stable.”

“It all depends on the chemist. I can make that substance so stable 
you could run over it with a car, and it wouldn’t explode. These 
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people used remote detonators in a perfectly timed chain with remote 
explosives. So far, I can’t find any sign of a detonating cap. It appears to 
have been detonated from a simple internal remotely detonated spark in 
the plastic tubes. That tells me that someone knows just what the fuck 
they’re doing, and those working with that person know how to plant 
and time this shit.”

Lance sat the vial in a holder and started to work with another 
sample. Philly was looking at the detonators and remotes through a loop 
and then a microscope when Lance said, “Check out the separation.”

“Son of a bitch. Someone has perfected the marriage of C4 and 
mercury fulminate. That explains everything. The mercury is blended 
with the C4, which makes it stable, but when a single spark meets 
this compound…kaboom! You have the perfect explosion. All you 
need to take down your target are the structural engineering plans and 
the time to set the charges, and you have the perfect kill. I’m telling 
you, Lance, we got us a former military munitions expert. This person 
knows what the fuck he’s doing, and he’s doing it with commonly 
found compounds that if purchased correctly would never tip off 
government agencies.”

Lance nodded and asked, “Are you going to call John?” Philly 
nodded and picked up his cellphone.

Jerry had just pulled the unit out of the pillar and had his cellphone in 
his hand when he heard the sound of a circular saw running on the other 
side of the tented building. He shined the flashlight in the direction of 
the noise and called out, but the saw was really loud under the tent. He 
walked through the blackness in the direction of the noise. As he drew 
closer, the saw stopped, and a familiar voice called out, “Mr. Goldman, 
what are you doing?”

Jerry shined the light around but couldn’t see the speaker. “I’m 
inspecting the tenting before we fumigate. Who are you?”
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“We met earlier. I was working on the lower level.” Jerry had the 
sensor in his hand, and the speaker asked, “Where did you get that 
remote sensor?”

“You know where I got it because you put it in the pillar. You’re 
Terry Gallo, right?”

“So, you know my name. You’re correct. I did put that unit into the 
pillar, and it is most unfortunate that you not only found the unit, but you 
know my name.” Before Jerry could speak he felt his right knee buckle, 
and he fell to the ground. Terry came walking out of the darkness with a 
shotgun in his hands and pointed it at him and said, “Most unfortunate 
for you, Mr. Goldman.” He pointed the gun at Jerry and shot him. The 
force of the impact separated his shoulder, and blood was pouring out 
of the wound.

“Why are you doing this?”
“You see, Mr. Goldman, I have a secret as do my employers, and, 

well, you kind of stumbled onto that secret. There is no way that I can 
allow you to live as you could bring trouble to our cause.”

“What secret? I don’t understand.”
“Unfortunately, I can’t let you live; however, I’m not going to finish 

you. I’ll let the gas do that. It’ll take some time for you to die. They’ll 
find your body in the morning and while it’ll be a homicide, the cops 
won’t know who to look for. Your death will just be deemed another 
senseless LA murder, and our secret will be safe.”

Jerry cried out and tried to stand, but Terry shot him again. “Jesus 
Christ! Have mercy. I have a wife and children. I have a life.”

Terry smiled and said, “I’m sure you did, and if you hadn’t been so 
curious you would still have all of that, but you didn’t leave it alone, 
and now you’re dead. Do you have life insurance?” Jerry started crying 
and pleading, and Terry just shook his head slowly and shot him once 
more in the other shoulder and grabbed the gas mask from Jerry’s 
belt. He slid it on then walked over to a small panel and opened it and 
asked, “Was it your idea to have these backups inside the tented units, 
so the canisters could be released remotely?” Jerry didn’t respond. “It 
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was genius, man.” He pressed a button, and the sound of the canisters 
hissing out their poison filled the tent. He patted Jerry on the top of the 
head and said, “Nothing personal, man. Maybe you’ll bleed out before 
the gas gets you, but I doubt it. You’ll most likely be hacking up a lung 
before you die.”

As Terry slipped out of the tent, an old man saw him from a distance 
and called out, “Jesus Christ, Jerry! I heard the canisters go off, and I 
thought you were still in there.” Terry waved his arm from a distance 
and walked off as the old man walked back to a service trailer on the job 
site. Inside the tent, Jerry was gasping for air as the gas began to take 
hold, and he started to cough and foam at the mouth as blood pooled 
on the floor around him. He was jerking and twitching as the poison 
overwhelmed his central nervous system, and his eyes glazed over as 
the battery on his flashlight went from dim to dark.
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Chapter Seven
“Sara, are you okay?”

S
ara and Karen were standing in Karen’s kitchen finishing some 
dishes from dinner. “I wish John could have joined us,” Karen said 
in a disappointed voice.
Sara smiled as she took a drink of her wine and with a dish towel 

over her shoulder said, “John’s dealing with the mess in Hollywood. 
The fact that he freed up Chris to be with you at the doctor and have 
dinner with us is a miracle.” Chris was starting a fire in the living room 
and walked in as Sara said, “We have a really bad situation right now, 
and it is getting more intense.”

Karen pointed to Chris’s glass and said, “Finish your wine before 
John calls you back in.”

“He won’t call me tonight. He’s working with the lab as well as Sam 
and Jim on the DNA. Knowing John, he will be up all night.”

Sara frowned and asked, “Do you have any leads on this monster?”
Chris shook his head and said, “No…but we have every man and 

woman in government working on this case.”
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Karen’s pregnant belly was stretching out a pair of maternity pants, 
and she said, “What kind of a world are we bringing our child into, 
Chris? I mean, you work on case after case, and it seems like things are 
getting worse not better. Even the actions of the Eagle haven’t curtailed 
the violence. He’s handling the bulk of the violent offenders, and the 
public is blissfully unaware of attacks and tragedies that he’s thwarted.”

She began to cry, and he put his arms around her and said, “There 
will always be bad people doing bad things, Karen. This has been going 
on since the world started turning. The Eagle has no illusions that his 
actions are going to save the world. He knows he can’t do that, but as 
long as he has the motivation to do something he is going to.”

Karen smiled a sad smile then winced. Sara saw it and asked, “Are 
you okay?”

“I don’t know. I just had the strangest pain.”
“Where?” Karen pointed down to her stomach, and Sara pulled up a 

chair and had Karen sit.
As she sat, Chris noticed that blood had pooled at the back of her 

pants. “She’s bleeding, Sara.” Sara told him to get Karen into the living 
room and onto a lounge. Karen was pulling off her pants as Chris helped 
her lay down. He took the bloody pants and laid them on the wet bar. 
Sara had Karen spread her legs and began to examine her then shouted 
for Chris to call 911.

John answered the phone and heard Philly’s calm voice ask if 
he’d gotten any hits on DNA. He told him no and asked, “Do you 
have something?” Philly explained what he had discovered, and John 
sat down slowly in his office chair, put his hands to his face and said, 
“Oh, this isn’t good. This isn’t good at all. So, we have a professional 
munitions expert out there making bombs?”

“Not just bombs, John. Whoever this is, he’s making compounds 
and using them in ways that I have never seen before. The home 
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brew is solid, and the elements needed to create the explosives are 
untraceable. The one bit of good news is that this concoction of 
blasting materials might be powerful, but it has a very, very short shelf 
life.” John asked how long, and Philly said, “Two to three days max, 
so they are prepping their targets well in advance and then making 
the mixture when they’re ready and packing the explosives into their 
units and detonating them. If they miss their window, the explosives 
are worthless and harmless.”

John sat back in his chair and said, “Jim thinks the terrorists are 
going to target the Oscars.”

Lance was on the line as well and said, “That’s a hell of a target…
and it’s no soft target, either. They have more security for that event than 
the damn president gets.”

“Well, if our killers have an insider at the Dolby Theater, they might 
just be able to get access.”

Philly said, “John, there are less than two weeks before the Oscars. 
Whoever this is would have to already be working on the venue. This 
type of explosive isn’t a spur of the moment thing. It would take time 
and planning.”

“It all depends on what their goal is. If it’s just a high body count on 
national and international TV, then they won’t look to level the building. 
They’ll place the bombs in and around the theater. With a simultaneous 
detonation, they could get a high body count as well as strike fear into 
the world.”

Philly sighed and said, “I’ve given you all I can, John. I know the 
materials; I know the detonation devices. Hell, I can even set up a signal 
to disrupt detonation on multiple channels and signals.”

John interrupted Philly and asked, “Can you set up a net of signals 
now that could prevent detonation?”

“No. If I did, they would be able to pick up the signals on a quick 
scan and go around my trap. Even if I set it up to run on the day of the 
awards, there is no guarantee that they aren’t using a signal that I don’t 
have. No…you still have to find out, at minimum, who is doing this. 
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Then Lance and I can infiltrate their bomb making and blow them to 
the moon.”

John told them he would call them back then called down to his lab. 
“Do we have anything on the DNA?”

“Nothing yet, John. I have seven people working on this, and we 
have an open line with the sheriff’s department, and they are working 
hard, too.”

“Keep me posted and call me on my cell the second you have 
anything.” He hung up the line and called Sara. When she answered the 
phone, he heard sirens in the background and asked if she was okay.

“Karen’s in trouble, and we’re rushing her to the hospital.”
Karen’s eyes were barely open, and Chris was talking to her to keep 

her awake. “What the hell is going on?”
“She’s hemorrhaging, John. We’re on our way to Ronald Reagan 

UCLA Medical Center. We’re only a few minutes out.”
“Do you have privileges there?”
“Yes. I’m Karen’s primary care doctor, and I have full privileges.” 

The ambulance pulled up to the ER entrance, and Sara said, “I have 
to go. I’ll call you when I know more.” Sara abruptly hung up the 
phone as Karen was pulled out of the ambulance and rushed through 
the ER doors.

Jade and Jessica had been using their lab along with the FBI and 
sheriff’s department to work on DNA identification. They had a staff 
of five running samples through the databases and were watching 
the computer screens as they ran. Jade was bleary eyed, and Jessica 
brought her a cup of coffee and said, “It’s after two a.m., honey. 
The staff can handle this. Let’s go home. We have a long day again 
tomorrow.”

Jade took the coffee and said, “Thanks, Jess. Let’s wait until two 
thirty.”
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Jessica took a sip of her own coffee and asked, “How many samples 
have we run?”

“Over seven hundred. We have matches for the bulk of the victims 
of the collapse, but none match the blood on the envelope.”

Jessica said, “Well, we have a speed course of DNA matching for 
the victims’ families.”

Jade nodded and just as she did her screen flashed red with a name. 
“We have it! We have the match to the envelope and papers.”

Jessica looked over Jade’s shoulder and tilted her head and said, 
“That can’t be right. I just saw him at the hospital today.”

Jade looked at the screen then printed off the information and said, 
“I saw him today, too.” She looked down at the sheet of paper, and there 
in all capital letters was the name of the match: Doctor Harris Stone.
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Chapter Eight
“His name is Doctor Harris Stone.”

B
obbie saw Martin Gomez get out of his car at the valet stand for the 
Ivy Restaurant in Santa Monica. She was seated on the enclosed 
patio and waved to him as he walked up the steps to the entrance. A 

waiter showed him to the table, and he leaned in to kiss Bobbie, but she 
got to him first and laid a deep passionate French kiss on him. He smiled 
and said, “So, it is going to be one of those nights?”

“If you want it to be.”
Martin sat down and ordered a drink and looked Bobbie in the eye 

and asked, “And what do you want in return?”
“Oh Marty…does it always have to be quid pro quo?”
“No, but in all of my lovemaking with you there has always been 

a deal at the end of the night.” Bobbie frowned. Her eyes flickered in 
the candlelight. Martin watched the fire dancing in her eyes and said, 
“There are moments when I am certain that you are evil.”

“Evil good or evil bad?”
“There’s an evil good?”
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“Of course, there is silly. Bedroom evil is good, and I know you like 
it evil in the bedroom.”

Martin’s drink came, and he took a sip and asked, “So, how have 
you been?”

“Busy. So very, very busy.”
“Have your bosses talked about the Versailles Tower collapse?”
Bobbie shook her head and took a sip of wine and said, “Why would 

they talk about that? We have nothing to do with that situation?”
Martin nodded his head slowly and said, “My brother and his family 

died in the collapse.”
Bobbie got teary eyed and said, “Oh God! I’m so sorry, Marty. I had 

no idea. The whole family?”
Martin nodded and took another drink of his beverage and said, “All 

of them. It’s been devastating. Six lives wiped out in a fraction of a 
second.”

“They were young?”
“Indeed. My youngest niece was six months and the oldest was ten. 

Four girls and my brother and his wife died in their beds.”
“Have their remains been recovered?”
He nodded. “We’re having a ceremony this weekend for them. 

There’s little to bury, so we have had them cremated and will bury them 
together.” Bobbie was silent for several seconds, and Martin asked, 
“You didn’t know?” She shook her head and sipped her wine as a tear 
rolled down her face.

Chris was calling out to Karen as he ran alongside the ambulance 
gurney, but she wasn’t responding. Sara pushed him back and said, 
“Find a seat in the waiting room, Chris. I will come talk to you as soon 
as I can.” Chris battled her a bit, and she said, “You’re not a goddamn 
doctor, and I am. This is life or death, now I need to get in there and 
find out what the fuck is going on. The more you fight me and the 
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staff the more time you take away from Karen and your child.” Chris 
backed up with tears in his eyes as Sara ran through the double doors 
into the ER.

Sara saw Harris Stone working on Karen along with Justin Gibson. 
Sara got up with the two men and asked, “What are you two doing 
here?”

Harris was barking out orders and said, “I was giving a lecture to 
a group of PCP interns and when I finished I heard that Karen was in 
trouble, so Justin, who was giving a talk with me on ER medicine, 
waited for the ambulance.”

Sara looked at Karen’s face. Her eyes had been taped shut, and 
she had been intubated. Several sets of X-rays were being slammed 
up on a light board, and Sara looked them over carefully and 
said, “We need an ultrasound.” A nurse rolled a machine over and  
started to put gel on Karen when Sara took the probe from her hand 
and sat on a small stool and began to run the unit over Karen’s 
abdomen.

Harris asked, “Were you with her when this happened?”
“We had just finished dinner and were doing dishes. She started to 

complain of abdominal pain and then her husband noticed blood on her 
pants, and she collapsed.”

Sara was watching the screen as she ran the unit over Karen’s 
abdomen when Harris said, “Stop and hold.” Harris was looking closely 
at the monitor and before he could get the words out Sara said, “Oh 
Jesus! She has placenta accrete.”

“How far along is she?”
“Not quite five months.”
Harris looked on as one of the ER obstetricians walked into the 

room. She looked at the ultrasound screen then at Karen and said, “We 
need to get her into surgery immediately.”

Sara nodded slowly, and one of the nurses called out a code blue 
as the alarms on the equipment attached to Karen started blaring. A 
crash cart was pulled up to the table, and they cleared Karen’s body and 
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shocked her three times and were able to get her heart started again. 
Sara asked, “Is Doctor Ali Hussein on duty?”

“He’s scrubbing for surgery now,” a nurse responded.
Sara kissed Karen on the forehead and said, “You’re not going 

anywhere, honey. I am going to be with you all the way.” She turned 
from Karen and said, “Take me to the operating room. I’m going to 
assist.”

Sara was led down the hall as Karen’s bed rolled behind her. Sara 
got into the wash room, and Ali was gloving up. He saw Sara scrubbing 
and asked, “What the hell are you doing here?”

“That is my patient on the table. I’m assisting.”
Ali nodded and asked, “Placenta accrete?” Sara nodded. “She’s lost 

a lot of blood. They’ve already given her four units; she is barely alive. 
The baby isn’t even five months. There’s no way to save the child.”

Sara continued scrubbing and said, “We will know when we open 
her up.”

Ali stood at a distance and said, “You can assist, but if you interfere 
in my decisions I will have you removed from my operating room. 
You know that this is going to require, at minimum, the removal of the 
patient’s uterus with the baby. And depending on what other structures 
the placenta has invaded, she may require removal of her urinary bladder 
and who knows what else. My job is to save the patient not the fetus, 
Sara, so if you are really, really attached to this woman don’t come into 
my operating room.”

Sara kept scrubbing and then with the help of a nurse was dried and 
gloved. She looked at Ali and said, “That young girl is a doctor, too, Ali, 
and I know when to set my personal life aside and be a doctor. You lead. 
I will not interfere. We have to save her life.”

John was sitting at his desk when Jade called and said, “We have a 
DNA match on the letters.”
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“Is it someone from the condo?”
“Yes, and he is a doctor, and he is alive and well.”
John stood up and asked, “A doctor as in medical doctor?”
“Yep and both Jessica and I saw him today.”
“Who is he?”
“His name is Doctor Harris Stone, and he is a primary care physician 

in private practice in Hollywood. He lived in the condominiums at 
Versailles and has his whole life.”

“How do you know so much about him?”
Jade took a deep breath and said, “We went to medical school 

together and even dated for a little while.”
“Is he a bad guy?”
“No John. I don’t know how his blood ended up on this shit, but 

he is a loving and passionate man. He’s in the businesses of saving 
lives.” John sat down at his desk and told Jade to calm down. She 
became more animated and said, “The Eagle can’t grab Harris, John. 
You can’t torture him. I’m telling you I know him. I would bet my life 
on his innocence. Talk to him but have me there, and for God’s sake, 
John, don’t hurt him.”

“The Eagle doesn’t kill innocents, Jade. You have my word. I will 
not grab him, but I need to talk to him now.”

“I have the number to his service. I’ll call right now and get ahold of 
him. Where do you want to meet?”

“My office. I assume that he is either living with friends or family 
since the collapse?”

“I don’t know, but I will find him. It’s the middle of the night, John. 
What do I tell him? I don’t want to scare him. Harry’s a really, really 
kind person and very sensitive.”

John was typing Harris’s name into his tablet and said, “Tell him 
that you work with the authorities, and that you just learned some things 
and that he needs to meet you at my office to talk.”

“So…be vague?”
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“Very vague. I will try to reach Chris as well as Jim and Sam.” Jade 
hung up, and John searched the state database on Harris Stone and ran 
him through the NCIC database as well as others.

Chris was sitting in the waiting room of the hospital when John 
called asking how Karen was doing. Chris took a deep breath and said, 
“I don’t know. She’s in surgery, and Sara is with her.”

“You don’t know anything else?”
“No, John. We had dinner, and she seemed fine, and then all of a 

sudden she had pain and began to bleed, and we called 911, and now 
she’s in surgery.”

“And Sara’s assisting?”
“A nurse came out and told me that Karen was going into surgery 

and that Sara was assisting Doctor Ali Hussein.”
John’s face dropped, and he said, “Stay put. Keep me posted on 

Karen and the baby.” Chris said okay and asked if John needed him for 
anything. He told Chris about the DNA match, that the donor was still 
alive, and that it was Dr. Stone.

Chris asked, “Do you think that he has anything to do with the 
killings?”

“Jade swears up and down that he doesn’t. She’s really upset and 
terrified that the Eagle is going to grab the guy and torture him.”

“Is he?”
“That remains to be seen.”
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Chapter Nine
“That’s the bleeder…  

damn it! Placenta percreta.”

H
arris Stone was driving down the 110 Freeway still half asleep. 
He’d received Jade’s call and instructions where to meet and was 
driving as quickly as the law allowed. “What on earth could Jade 

and the police want with me?” he said to himself as he exited the freeway 
and got onto Wilshire Boulevard. The federal building gleamed white in 
the darkness of the night. There was a light fog, and he pulled into the 
parking lot and was greeted by two federal agents who escorted him to 
John’s office.

Jade was sitting on a small sofa with Sam, and Jim was leaning 
against a far wall. John was standing behind his desk when Harris was 
introduced, and the escorting agents left the office. “Doctor Stone, thank 
you for coming down to my office at this early hour.”

John pointed to a chair in front of his desk, and Harris sat down. 
“You’re welcome. Would you please tell me why I’m here?”

John was about to speak when Jade chimed in and said, “You’re not 
in trouble, Harry.”
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“I hope not. What’s going on?”
John said, “Have you read or seen on the news that some letters have 

been received by the Times?”
“Yes, I recall something about them, and they were related to my 

old home.”
John nodded and said, “Well, the letters had been soaked in human 

blood.”
“Okay…that’s really creepy.”
Jim laughed and said, “Hold on to that thought because it’s about to 

get a lot worse.”
Harris looked over at Jim and asked, “Do I know you?”
“We met a few years ago, Doctor Stone. I was referred to you when 

you first went into private practice as I was looking for a PCP, but I 
didn’t like the way you busted my balls.”

Harris nodded and said, “Sheriff Jim O’Brian. I remember you. You 
look good.”

Jim laughed and said, “Thank you.”
John spoke up and said, “Doctor Stone, the Times recently received 

a blood-soaked envelope and letter, and we’ve been working to get a 
DNA match.” He paused then continued, “The DNA is yours.”

Harris’s face said it all, and Jade put her hand on his shoulder and 
asked, “Have you been in contact with anyone who could have gotten 
access to your blood?”

He sat quietly for several minutes and then said, “I donate blood 
every two months at Providence St. Joseph’s Medical Center where I 
have privileges. Outside of that, I haven’t had any situations where I 
have lost any blood. What were these letters about?”

John said, “The nature of the letters is classified as they are part of a 
larger investigation. Do you see the same people every time you donate 
blood?”

“For the most part. The hospital is teamed up with the Red Cross, 
and that’s who actually takes my donation. I donate along with a few 
other physicians who are friends.”
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“Who runs the donation center you go to?”
“It’s a rotation of medical professionals. We’re a team of local doctors 

who run the blood drives. It got started several years ago by my friend 
and colleague Doctor Justin Gibson. We all do it pro bono, but Justin is 
the real inspiration behind the movement and oversees operations.”

“Does Doctor Gibson have access to the blood supply?”
“Sure. We all do. Why?”
“How many people have access to the donations?”
“I don’t know. Maybe a half dozen people. Once a donation is made, 

the blood is stored in a cooler and then sent on for testing at one of three 
laboratories around the country. Once cleared, it’s reduced into different 
compounds and then stored for their perspective uses. Why? Do you 
think that someone at the donation center took my blood?”

“Does anything else make sense?” John asked.
“I don’t understand. Why would someone want my blood, and why 

would they use it like they did?”
Jade spoke up and said, “Harry, we aren’t sure, but it is connected to 

your building and its collapse. That much I can tell you.”
Harris looked around the room and then at John and asked, “Someone 

is trying to frame me for the collapse?”
John didn’t respond, and Sam asked, “Do you have any enemies, 

Doctor Stone. People who would wish you harm?”
“Not that I’m aware of. I have had a few patient altercations through 

the years, usually drug seeking people who try to use me as a candy 
man, but no one has really ever made threats against me. Why would 
someone want my blood and use it for a letter?”

John said, “Someone who wanted to prove a point.”
“And what point would that be?”
“That they can get to anyone at any time. You owned the penthouse 

of your building, correct?”
“Yes. My parents purchased several condos on the fourteenth 

floor when the building first opened. They were the first tenants of 
the tower, and over the years they bought up more and more of the 



58 • Chapter Nine

top floor until they owned all but one unit. My father was a structural 
engineer before he retired ten years ago, and he was involved in the 
construction of the building. He and my mother worked to incorporate 
each unit into our own until we had turned the top floor into our 
home. The final resident passed away two years ago. I purchased the 
unit and was in the process of having it renovated when the building 
came down.”

“Where are your parents now?”
“My mother and father moved to Florida about five years ago. My 

father passed away of cancer last year, and my mother still lives there.”
John sat back and asked, “When was the last time you made a blood 

donation?”
“Last weekend. We had a drive at the hospital, and I gave then.”
“This Doctor Gibson…where can I find him?”
“He has an office in the medical plaza at the hospital.”
“What type of medicine does he practice?”
“Pediatrics. Pediatric oncology.”
“Can you give me his address and information?”
Harris pulled out his wallet and handed John a card. “You don’t 

think that Justin is involved, do you?”
John stood up then looked down at his tablet and said, “It’s ten after 

three, Doctor Stone. You should get some sleep. I really appreciate you 
coming in at this hour and for your assistance.”

“You didn’t answer my question, Agent Swenson.”
John shook Harris’s hand and said, “Everyone is a suspect until they 

aren’t, Doctor Stone. If you think of anything you feel is relevant to this 
investigation, please call me immediately. My cellphone number is on 
my card, and I can be reached twenty-four seven.”

Harris took John’s card, and Jade stood up and said, “I will walk 
Harry out.”

John nodded and when the two had left his office Jim said, “That 
kid isn’t a killer. I don’t think he has a clue about how his blood ended 
up on the letters.”
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John nodded, and Sam said, “I think we need to interview Doctor 
Gibson. I think he might have more answers.” All agreed to meet at 
Gibson’s office at nine a.m.

Jim stretched and yawned and said, “Well, I don’t know about you 
two, but I’m beat. I’m going to get a few hours’ sleep before we start 
another day’s adventure.”

John had a concerned look on his face, and Sam saw it. “What’s 
wrong, John?”

“Karen fell ill last night and was rushed to UCLA.”
“Oh my God! Is she okay?”
“I don’t know. Chris is at the hospital, and Karen has been rushed 

into surgery. Sara is assisting, and I don’t know much more than that.”
Jim pulled a cigarette out of his top left pocket and put it in his 

mouth and said, “Well, so much for sleep. We need to get to Chris.”
John nodded as did Sam. Jade was walking down the hall back to 

John’s office as the three were leaving. “Where are you going?”
John said, “Karen is in surgery at UCLA. We’re going to be with 

Chris.”
“Well, let’s get going. We don’t want him sitting alone.”

“Sara, please give me more suction over the uterus.” A nurse was 
wiping sweat off of both Ali and Sara as they worked to move Karen’s 
uterus. Sara was doing as asked, and Ali continued looking until he 
saw what he was looking for. “That’s the bleeder. Damn it. Placenta 
percreta.”

Sara was staring down at the blood vessels of the placenta that had 
completely escaped Karen’s uterus and were binding to her urinary 
bladder as well as two major arteries, one of which the bleeding was 
coming from. Tears filled her eyes, and she said, “We need to do a 
hysterectomy immediately and then try to untangle this mess of veins 
and arteries and separate the placenta from the other organs.”
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Ali nodded and asked, “You said she’s only fourteen weeks along?” 
Sara nodded, and Ali said, “She must be further along than that to have 
this much invasive placenta. That’s just not possible at fourteen weeks.”

Sara looked at Ali and asked, “Caesarean section?”
“I don’t want to kill this child or its mother, but let’s get an incubator 

in here and open up the uterus before we remove it to see where we’re 
at.” Sara called for a preemie team and in a matter of minutes the 
operating room had an incubator and a team of doctors and nurses. 
Ali slid a scalpel along the uterus and the amniotic sack appeared. He 
pricked the fluid filled sack with the tool and then reached in and felt 
for the child. At first, he was moving gently and then more aggressively 
as Sara worked to cauterize the bleeding vessels, then there was a small 
hand and then foot, and in a few seconds the baby was out of Karen’s 
body. Its tiny hands were moving, and its mouth opened as Ali tried to 
clear the airway. He cut the umbilical cord and handed the child over 
to one of the nurses who began working on the baby. Sara could see 
Ali smiling through his mask as he said, “That is a little girl, and she is 
not fourteen weeks’ gestation. That child looks to me to be nearly thirty 
weeks’ along.”

Ali began the work of removing Karen’s uterus, and as the two 
worked Sara looked over to see the tiny hands and legs moving and 
heard the hint of a cry. She looked at Ali and said, “Good work, Doctor. 
It looks like mother and child are going to make it.”

“So far, it’s been a good morning, but the patient isn’t out of the 
woods yet. There’s still a lot of work to do.” Sara nodded as the operation 
went on, and as the two worked on Karen a team worked on the baby, 
who had gotten even louder.
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Chapter Ten
“Depression is not a sin. We all get it.”

H
arris got to his hotel about five a.m. He went straight up to his room 
and called Justin, who answered and asked, “What the hell time is 
it, Harry?”

“It’s just after five a.m.”
“Why are you calling me at this hour?”
“I just spent the past two hours with the FBI as well as the sheriff’s 

department at the federal building.”
Justin’s eyes shot open, and he sat up in his bed and asked, “Why?”
“It seems someone got ahold of my blood and used it in one of the 

letters to the Times.”
“The letters to the Times? The terrorist letters?”
“Yes, Justin, the terrorist letters. Who the hell had access to my 

blood, Justin?”
“I have no idea.”
“Well, the FBI and sheriff are going to be coming to see you at some 

point today, and I want to know just what the hell is going on.”
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“Did you tell them that I head up the donations?”
“Of course. I have nothing to hide. I don’t know how my blood 

ended up in the hands of the people who destroyed our building and 
killed hundreds of people.”

“So, now the feds are coming after me? You have your own demons, 
Harry. Don’t pretend that you don’t have things to hide.”

“They want to talk to you, Justin. If you have information on this, 
you better get it fast. And if you know who might have taken my blood 
or the blood of others from the bank, you better find them or get a list 
of people who had access to the donations ready for the authorities.” 
Harris paused then said, “As for my demons, they’re under control. 
I have been working very hard on them. You, on the other hand, 
have your own demons, and those demons have names, and if I get 
cornered I will start shouting those names from the roof tops, pal. 
There are hundreds of dead, and our homes were destroyed. I won’t let  
that happen again.” Harris hung up the phone and laid down on his 
hotel bed.

Bobbie Aster was laying on Martin Gomez’s chest. The two were 
out of breath, and Bobbie looked up at him and said, “That was quite a 
pounding you gave me.”

Martin smiled and said, “You deserved it. You drop off the radar for 
months then pop up again. What’s your deal?”

“I’m busy, Marty. You know that, and you’re busy gearing up for 
your biggest event of the year.”

Martin reached over and grabbed a bottle of water, took a drink, and 
said, “That I am, and it is going to get even more hectic.” He put the 
bottle down and said, “And on that note…what are you looking to do?”

“Well, since you asked…I would like to get the contract to handle 
extermination for the event.”

“Why would we need exterminators?”
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“You and I both know that you have had issues with rodents and 
other unsightly things before. Did you forget last year’s fiasco when 
several celebrities made public statements on the condition of the 
restrooms. And don’t forget the rat sighting that set some hysterics in 
motion earlier in the day.”

Martin sat up, and Bobbie rolled off him. Her nude skin was shining 
in the early morning light. He stood up and looked down at her and said, 
“You have one hell of a memory, Bobbie.”

“It’s both a blessing and a curse, Marty. I remember the good and 
the bad.”

“Well, we won’t have a repeat of last year’s events. I will assign 
extermination to Spaulding. When can you get a team in to do an 
inspection and give me a report?”

“I will put a call in as soon as you are finished with me. We can 
have a team out to your building by mid-morning. Now…I know there 
is something else you want to do to me, isn’t there?” Martin smiled, 
and his penis began to raise as he stood looking over Bobbie’s body. “I 
thought so.” She flipped onto her back and pushed her body to the end 
of the bed and grabbed Martin by the hips and pulled him in close and 
said, “All the way down my throat, baby. I want to taste you.” Martin 
felt Bobbie take him in her mouth, and she pulled him into her throat. 
As she did, he watched the bulge in her throat from his penis and began 
to thrust in and out with greater and greater force as Bobbie gagged 
and choked. His body shuddered, and he clenched his cheeks as he 
orgasmed, and Bobbie allowed her head to hang over the bed, her mouth 
wide open, swallowing and gagging until Martin collapsed on her chest 
with a sigh of relief.

John, Jim, and Sam arrived at UCLA at a little past six. Chris was 
pacing in the waiting room and attempted to smile when he saw the 
group come in. Jade was behind the group, and she walked up and 
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grabbed Chris and hugged him as did Sam. Jim asked, “Have you heard 
anything?”

“Not a word. Karen has been in surgery for five hours. I know 
nothing.”

John went over to the nurse’s station then walked back to Chris and 
said, “They are coming to talk to you.”

John had no sooner said the words then Ali and Sara appeared from a 
pair of double wood doors in their scrubs with booties still on their feet. 
The pair looked exhausted, and Sara asked Chris to sit and for the others 
to give them some privacy. “Chris, this is Doctor Ali Hussain. He’s a 
gynecological surgeon, and he was the lead in operating on Karen.”

Ali leaned down and said, “Mr. Mantel, your wife suffered what in 
medical terminology is called placenta percreta.”

“And what is that in layman’s terms?”
“The placenta, the organ that feeds the unborn child, was abnormal, 

and it grew outside of the uterus and ended up invading nearby organs 
and major arteries. This is a very rare condition, but it is a complication 
in pregnancy, and it is very, very serious.”

“Okay…so, what happened?”
Ali said, “We were forced to remove your wife’s uterus. In essence, 

we performed a hysterectomy and had to take a lot of tissue and part of 
her urinary bladder as well. She lost a lot of blood before she got to the 
hospital and during surgery.”

Chris looked at the two doctors and said, “You’re beating around 
the bush.”

Sara said, “Karen is in a coma, Chris. She lost a lot of blood. We 
have her in ICU on a ventilator.”

“Are you telling me she’s dead?”
“No…no. She has brain activity. We have her on an EEG machine. 

She is just in a coma, Chris, due to loss of blood.”
“And our child?”
Ali said, “I was told upon admittance that your wife was fourteen 

weeks along in her pregnancy, and in a case like that there would be 
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no way that a fetus could survive outside of the mother. However, I 
delivered your daughter, and our neonatal team is caring for her. She 
appears to be double the term that she was believed to be and is being 
treated by some of the best neonatal specialists in the country. You can 
see them both shortly.”

Tears were running down Chris’s face along with everyone in the 
room. Chris asked, “So, Karen and I have a daughter?”

Sara nodded and said, “She is still very small, Chris. Things will be 
touch and go for a few days or even weeks. Right now, we want to get 
Karen alert, and then we need to put all of our attention into saving your 
daughter.”

John spoke up and said, “Chris, you stay here with Karen as long 
as you need to. Jim and Sam, I’m going to need you and your people to 
help me and my team in this case. I have provided Lance and Philly with 
short-term FBI credentials, so they can work with us for thirty days. 
Now, we all need to get some sleep as we have to meet Doctor Gibson 
at nine.”

Sara looked up at John and asked, “Doctor Justin Gibson?”
“Do you know him?”
“I do. Why are you talking to him?”
All eyes moved to Jade, who was kneeling next to Chris, and John 

said, “We have a lead in the DNA case for the ransom letters.”
Sara shook her head and asked, “And Justin is a person of interest?”
“Right now, everyone is a person of interest, Sara. We are connecting 

the dots. We have a DNA match and have interviewed him and that has 
led us to Doctor Gibson.”

Sara asked Jade, “Do they know about you and Justin?” Jade shook 
her head, and Sara asked, “Who was the DNA match?”

Jade said, “Harry Stone.”
“Harry Stone! Are you fucking kidding me?” Jade shook her head. 

“Jesus Christ, Jade! Harry’s DNA was on the notes?”
Jade nodded, and John looked at the two women and asked, “Does 

someone want to bring me up to speed here?”
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Sara looked Jade up and down and said, “You’re protecting Harry? 
Harry the saint? Jesus Christ, Jade. I understand carrying a torch, but 
this is life and death. So, what was Harry’s story on how his DNA ended 
up on the letters?”

“Excuse me!” John said. “Someone bring me up to speed.”
“Jade and Harry were lovers when they were in medical school, 

and Jade also was involved in a love triangle with Doctor Justin 
Gibson as well.”

John looked Jade straight in the eye and asked, “Why didn’t you tell 
me this?”

“It was years ago. I know him, and I know he had nothing to do with 
the things that have happened.”

Sara shook her head and said, “John, Harry suffers from depression, 
but I also feel he is a pathological liar. He’s a true sociopath. He’s not 
dangerous. He just can’t differentiate truth from lies.”

John shook his head and asked Jade, “If what Sara is telling me is 
true, why on earth would you have been defending him so much?”

“Harry is a great doctor. He passed his boards and has been 
practicing for years. His condition is controlled with medication. He’s 
not a sociopath. He’s suffered with depression, but that’s controlled, and 
if Karen were here she would tell you that Harry is harmless as she has 
been treating him for several years.”

Sara just shook her head and said, “If Karen were standing here 
right now, she would be yelling her head off at you, and you know it. 
Look, John, Harry is not a dangerous person, and he is a great doctor; 
however, with all of that said, he has serious bouts of depression and 
that can affect his judgment, at least I feel that way. I have spent my 
fair share of time in Sacramento in hearings over Harry’s suitability to 
practice medicine.”

John sat down in a chair across from the two women and asked, 
“How the hell can he be a doctor if he has a mental illness that impairs 
his judgment?”

Jade said, “The stigma of depression in medicine has seen great 
progress over the years, and doctors are being supported in seeking 



Ransom • 6766 • Chapter Ten

treatment. As long as he is on medication, he is fine. He’s monitored, 
and Karen reports to the state once a quarter about his condition. He 
has had no negative reports to the state, and his practice of medicine is 
impeccable. Sara has been a one woman wrecking crew on his career and 
that only spans out of her own jealousy and anger over the relationship 
that I had with Harry.”

“That doesn’t answer the core question. If he has a serious mental 
illness, how can he be in a profession where people’s lives depend on 
his candor and honesty?”

Chris stopped the conversation and said, “I understand that this is a 
serious case, and this is very interesting information, but I would like to 
see my wife and daughter.”

Ali had been listening to the conversation but had been lost minutes 
into it. He looked at Chris and said, “Come with me, Agent Mantel. 
It looks like this conversation might take some time.” Chris walked 
off with Ali as the conversation moved to a private room off the open 
waiting area of the hospital.

Jade was still speaking. “Depression is not a sin. We all get it, and 
anyone who says he doesn’t is lying. Harry has disclosed his situation 
to all the right boards. He is not a pathological liar. Yes, he has had 
some situations arise in his life that caused him some problems, but 
he has always been open about his condition and has NEVER hurt 
anyone. If anything, his mental illness makes him both vulnerable and 
understanding of his patients’ conditions. At the same time, his honesty 
in seeking treatment has made him an easier target. Harry is no saint, 
Sara, and you know it, but neither is Justin. He has demons that no one 
talks about.”

Sara folded her arms and said, “John, just be careful with both of 
these men. They’re good doctors, and they have their issues. I just don’t 
blindly trust that Harris Stone is completely unaware in this situation.”
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Chapter Eleven
“If you can, then do it. We don’t  

need to compound our problems.”

T
he contracts had been put together, and Martin Gomez had signed 
them as had Bobbie Aster. She hugged Martin and thanked him and 
then asked for clearance status for her employees, so they could get 

in and get a preliminary report to the two of them and size up the venue. 
She handed him a list of names, and he handed it over to his security 
officials and said, “Let’s get these people cleared, so they can work. 
All of the people on this list have worked at the theater before, so there 
should be no issues.” His head of security nodded and walked out of the 
room. Martin looked at Bobbie and said, “I don’t know who owes who.”

She laughed and said, “We’re even. I have some stuff to do for the 
next few days, but what’s say you and I make some time this weekend 
to…play.” Martin nodded with a smile on his face, and Bobbie said, 
“Well, I’m off. Your security team has the information they need. I will 
have my advance crew check in with security and get their IDs and 
passes and get to work this afternoon.”
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“Why doesn’t Alice Spaulding or one of her west coast salesmen 
pitch these jobs? You’re a structural engineer not an exterminator.”

“I bought a stake in Spaulding after Alice’s father died, so I do have 
a vested interest in the company. Besides, Alice and I are close, so any 
chance I get to get her business I do.”

“I wasn’t aware of your investment in Spaulding.”
“It’s not a conflict, Marty. In fact, it is beneficial to my engineering 

work.”
“How so?”
“I hate pests and having a great company like Spaulding in my back 

pocket is just that much more power for Foster Baldwin to bring to a 
potential job.” Martin nodded, and Bobbie kissed him and headed out 
of the office.

“We’re in!” Becky Stoltz heard Bobbie say, “Get everyone moving. 
We need to have a crew out there as soon as possible.”

“Where are you now?”
“On my way to the office.”
“We’ll meet there. We don’t want to have this conversation on the 

phone.” Becky hung up the phone and looked over at Terry Gallo, 
who was sitting on a coach in her living room, and said, “Bobbie slept 
her way into the Dolby job. That’s the target. Can you blow the whole 
building?”

Terry shook his head, “No. There’s no way we can bring down the 
building with such a short amount of set up time.”

Becky nodded and asked, “Then how do we get the body count that 
we need?”

“I will have to sit down and plan out a series of explosions in and 
around the theater that will kill inside and out.”

“What about bomb sniffing dogs and bomb squads? This isn’t like 
the last job. Security is going to be insane.”
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“The explosives will be in sealed containers just like the last job, 
and I can have scents mixed in that will throw off the dogs and other 
bomb detecting technology. The key is going to be placement. There is 
a lot of statuary. We need to use those types of items as our bombs. We 
can also work with the seating and balcony designs to undermine them 
with explosives to send all seated in the balcony tumbling onto each 
other in an inner wall collapse.”

“So, you want to destroy the venue from the inside?”
“It’s the only way to go. We will have to work to create the pieces 

to be brought into the facility as well as have our people working inside 
setting charges. I will need the engineering plans, so I can calculate 
where the load bearing areas are for the building and the balconies and 
then set up a plan of attack.”

“I can get you the plans.” Becky paused then said, “You killed Jerry?”
“I didn’t have a choice.”
Becky sat down and put her head in her hands and said, “I wish 

you would have spoken to me first before you did that.” Terry looked 
confused and asked why. “Jerry has a distant connection with local law 
enforcement.”

“What kind of a connection?”
“He grew up with a man who is now a lead special agent with the 

FBI.”
“Which agent?”
“Agent Chris Mantel. The two men grew up together, and Jerry 

mentioned from time to time that he had given some advice to Agent 
Mantel or others in law enforcement.”

Terry sat down in a chair across from Becky’s desk and said, “I left 
his body in the tented complex. We won’t take the tent down for another 
day. I might be able to get in and get his body and dump it where it 
won’t be found.”

“If you can, then do it. We don’t need to compound our problems.”
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It was just before noon, and several men from Spaulding were 
working on other buildings in the Century City complex. They were 
working on tenting, and one of the men called down to another and 
asked, “Have we bombed building two?”

“The hazard signs are up, and I know that Jerry had given the all 
clear yesterday to set off the bombs.”

“Has anyone been into the building just to make sure no one has 
gotten inside? I know this is a nice area of LA, but people do stupid 
things, including breaking into units when they are being exterminated.”

“I’ll check with security.” The young man ran across the complex 
to the tented building where a man in a security guard uniform sat half 
dozing. “Hey, rent a cop. Have you been onsite since this building was 
fumigated?”

The thin black man sat up and said, “I’m not a rent a cop, asshole, and 
I just took over about an hour ago from the mid-shift guard. I wouldn’t 
think that anyone would be stupid enough to ignore the warning signs 
and skull and crossbones just to go into the building.”

The kid laughed and grabbed a gas mask off his belt and said, “You 
would be amazed at just how stupid people can be. I’m going to slip in. 
Do you have a second radio?” The guard handed him a two-way radio, 
and he said, “I’m going to check things out. If I find trouble, or I’m not 
back in ten minutes, I expect you to send in help.” The guard nodded as 
he watched the kid disappear into the tented building.

Shards of sunlight were entering through special openings in the 
tenting over the large building, but it was still too dark to see without 
a flashlight. The kid shined his light as he walked through the small 
courtyard and then passed between a few pillars. He passed some 
workhorses with some wood and a circular saw on top of it and shined 
the light as he walked but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. The 
radio crackled on his hip, and he pulled it off and asked, “What do 
you want?”

“I’m just checking on you. You’ve been in there for over five 
minutes. Are you cool?”
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“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m going to climb the stairs to check out the units 
up high, and I will be out.” After over ten minutes of stair climbing 
and door checking, the kid descended the final stairs and walked back 
in the direction of the makeshift table and started to exit the building. 
He had the radio in his hand when his flashlight caught a glint of 
silver. He pointed the light in its direction and saw a pair of legs. He 
ran over to find Jerry Goldman’s badly deformed body lying in a pool 
of blood.

The kid lifted his mask and threw up, then gagged on the fumes and 
ran for the exit. He stumbled out into the grass, and the guard asked, 
“Hey, man. Are you okay?”

“Call 911, call 911. My boss is down in there, and he’s definitely 
dead.”

Jade and Jessica were in full hazmat suits as they worked around 
Jerry’s body. Jerry had a thermometer sticking out of his liver, and 
several investigators were marking off sections as Jessica photographed 
the body. “Jesus, it’s not bad enough that someone shot this guy nearly 
to pieces but leaving him to die this way… someone didn’t like this 
victim.”

Jade said, “This guy has been dead for at least twelve hours if not 
more, and this was a very, very agonizing way to die.” LAPD had the 
area taped off, and several officers saw Sam and Jim walking into the 
complex, and faces got grim quickly.

“Who’s in charge?” Jim barked.
“Officer Hanes, Jim. He’s the watch commander.”
Jim and Sam walked over to Hanes, who was talking to two other 

officers, and asked, “Are you just beating off here, Arnold, or are you 
going to do some police work?”

“I thought you were retired, asshole. I thought our days of having to 
hear your annoying voice were over, O’Brian.”
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Sam laughed and said, “Sergeant Hanes, I’m Sheriff Samantha 
Pritchard. Jim is consulting to me and my department.”

Arnold turned around and looked her in the eye and asked, “Why on 
earth would you want to work with this grouchy piece of shit?”

Jim was smiling as Sam said, “Well, I take from Jim’s reaction that 
you two know each other.”

Jim pulled a cigarette and Zippo out of his top left pocket and 
leaned down to light it when a young male voice said, “If you light that 
cigarette, you could blow us all to kingdom come.”

Jim stopped and looked at the kid, and Hanes explained that the kid 
worked for Spaulding and found the body. Jim snapped his lighter shut 
and said, “Well, we don’t want to fuckin’ blow ourselves up, do we?” 
The kid shook his head. “What do we have?”

Jade pulled her head gear off and said, “Homicide. The guy was shot 
at least four times with a shogun and then left to die in this chemical 
ridden death trap.”

“Do we know who the victim is?”
The kid spoke up and said, “Jerry Goldman. He was my boss.”
Jim nodded and asked, “And just promoted you to go into this tented 

building to find his body?”
“It’s routine, sir. We always check the buildings when we fumigate. 

Looters and thieves don’t obey signs even if those signs warn them of 
death. We usually check out jobs several times a day and night as well 
as keep security on the units.”

Jim laughed and said, “Well, it would appear that someone wasn’t 
doing their damn job. We have a guy in there with multiple gunshot 
wounds and who knows what else. If you have such great security, why 
didn’t someone hear all of this and call police?”

The kid looked at the ground and said, “I have no answer.”
Sam asked one of her deputies to take the kid away for questioning 

as well as the security guard. She looked at Jim and Jade and said, “Well, 
we better learn all we can about Mr. Goldman. It would appear someone 
didn’t like him very much.”
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Chapter Twelve
“I need you, Karen. I need  

you to come back to me.”

T
he sound of the ventilator and the beeping of machines were all that 
Chris could hear as he sat next to Karen holding her hand. Sara was 
checking her vitals and updating her chart when Chris asked, “Can 

she hear me?”
“Comas are a medical mystery, but people claim that they hear 

everything around them even though they can’t communicate, so I 
think so.”

Chris kissed Karen’s hand and said, “Honey, I don’t know if anyone 
has told you yet, but we have a daughter. She’s in the ICU, too, and is 
fighting like the dickens to live. I need you, Karen. I need you to wake 
up.” Sara was typing notes with tears in her eyes. “You have to wake 
up, baby. I can’t do this alone. We’re a team. John has given me all the 
time I need to be with you and the baby, but there is a dangerous killer 
out there, honey, and I need you to be okay, so I can help him find this 
person.”
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“I really don’t think that Karen is worried about others’ lives right 
now, Chris. She’s fighting for her own.”

“You’re wrong, Sara. Karen cares deeply about people, and this 
latest killing hit her hard. Hell, the stress of all of it might just have been 
what caused this mess.”

Sara put her hand on his shoulder and said, “I know it bothers her, 
but it did not put her here. But she has more important things to deal 
with, honey.”

Chris kissed Karen’s hand again and said, “I need you, Karen. I need 
you to come back to me.”

“Call a code. She isn’t getting air even from the ventilator.”
The Mantel baby was turning blue, and several doctors and nurses 

were injecting fluids and other medications as they worked to get her 
breathing again. One of the doctors ran an ultrasound unit over her 
chest as others worked to get air into her lungs. He pulled the unit 
off her little chest as the heart monitor flatlined. Two other doctors 
were working franticly, and the doctor with the ultrasound wand in 
his hand said, “Call TOD. Her lungs have collapsed. There’s nothing 
we can do.”

John was reading over the list of contractors who had been working 
on the Versailles Tower contract. The building had been under remodel 
for nearly a year before the explosion took it down. Most of the names 
on the list were familiar. He ran his hand across his tablet reading each 
company’s contribution. Painters, construction and engineering firms 
amongst others. Spaulding Extermination was on the list, and he looked 
over the contract and bid. The contract was for over a year and was 
for extermination services during the remodel. There was a second 
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extermination company under contract by the building homeowner’s 
association, and that contract had been in place for over a decade. 
John called Jim and asked, “Have you had a chance to look over the 
contractors who worked on the condo that was destroyed?” Jim said no. 
“Well, will you humor me and pull it up on your tablet?”

“I’m in the middle of a homicide case in Century City, pal. I don’t 
have time to pull up a report and look at it at this moment.”

“How did you and Sam end up on a local PD homicide?”
“I got a call from an old friend who thought that the case needed 

our eyes. So…I’m standing here at a condo complex while Jade and 
Jessica process the crime scene with our CSIs. One thing is for sure, 
whoever killed this guy didn’t like him. Poor bastard was shot in the 
arms and legs with a shotgun and then left to die via asphyxiation due 
to fumigation poison.”

“You’re on a case where an extermination company is involved?”
“Yes…are you having trouble understanding me?”
“What’s the name of the company?”
“How the fuck should I know? The name of the company isn’t really 

relevant at this moment to what’s going on in the tented building I’m 
standing in front of.”

“Who found the body?”
“An employee of the extermination company.” Jim looked around 

and saw a sign hanging off the tenting and said, “Um…there’s a sign on 
the tent that says Spaulding. Does that help?”

“John was standing and said, “Stop everything that you’re doing. 
Seal off the crime scene and hold every person for questioning.”

“What the fuck? Jesus Christ, John. I don’t have the authority to  
do that.”

“Then have Sam do it by order of the FBI. I’m on my way to the 
scene, and I’m bringing a team of investigators with me.”

“What about the meeting with Doctor Gibson?”
“It will have to wait. This is much more important.” John hung up 

the phone and called Lance and said, “I’m texting you an address. I need 
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you and Philly out there now!” Lance agreed, and John hung up the 
phone and ran out of his office.

Chris was holding Karen’s hand. It was just after ten a.m., and 
Sara had left some time earlier. Chris was talking to Karen in general 
conversation as her hand twitched, and her eyes rolled under her closed 
eyelids.

Sara was standing in the hall talking with the staff of the neonatal 
ICU and was informed that the child had died. “Jesus, isn’t UCLA 
supposed to have a state of the art neonatal ICU?”

Ali was standing with others and said, “We have two of the finest 
NNICUs in the country, both here and at our Santa Monica facility, Sara. 
However, we are not God. We can only do so much. The child’s lungs 
were not developed enough to survive outside the womb.”

“But you said the girl was thirty weeks.”
“I opened my mouth before I really had a chance to examine her. By 

the time I left you and got over here, the team was working on her, but 
her gestation was likely fifteen weeks.”

“Ali, you told me and the father that she was double the fourteen 
weeks.”

“I’m sorry. I made a huge mistake, and I will talk to the father and 
mother.”

“If the mother pulls through. We took away her ability to have 
children, Ali.”

Sara had tears in her eyes, and Ali looked on and said, “We saved 
her life. That’s what I told you I was most focused on, and that is what 
I have done. I overestimated the viability of the fetus, but I saved the 
mother, and we did our best to save the baby.”

“Is it a baby or a fetus, Ali? What were your people treating in 
there?” Sara was pointing to the NNICU where the blinds were pulled, 
and Chris and Karen’s child lay dead.
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“You are too close to this to be objective. When you come to your 
senses, you will realize that we did exactly what the oath we took stands 
for. We saved a life; we did the best we could for the child. This is 
devastating to everyone; do you think we like losing a little one? These 
men and women work day and night to save these children, and they are 
just as heartbroken as you are.”

Sara looked at the closed blinds of the room and said, “It’s easy to 
be heartbroken when it’s not your child. It’s easy to let tears fall and 
feel bad, but in the end, you go home and move on. You have your 
families and your lives. Yeah, it hurts, but for those two kids down 
the hall they didn’t just lose a child; they lost the ability to ever have 
children of their own. You may have saved Karen’s life, Ali, but in 
doing so you condemned her and her husband to a life devoid of their 
own offspring. Karen’s a strong young woman, and Chris is a strong 
man, but this…this is going to send them into a tailspin, and I’m the 
one who has to tell them.”

“No. I will tell them.”
Sara stepped close to Ali and looked him sternly in the eye and said, 

“There are forces here that you don’t want to tread on. You have no idea 
the power of that man in there, his passion for his wife, the hope he had 
for his new family, and his dedication to the protection of the people of 
Los Angeles. No, Ali, you will not be anywhere near that room when 
I break the news to them. You will have the child sent to the coroner’s 
office for autopsy.”

“Autopsy? We know the cause of death. And if there is to be an 
autopsy, we can do it right here.”

“No! You have the child taken to the Los Angeles County Coroner’s 
Office. Doctors Jade Morgan and Jessica Holmes will perform the 
autopsy and give the final report. I need to go to the two of them now 
and let them know that instead of filling a nursery they need to plan a 
funeral.”
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Doctor Justin Gibson was in the admitting department at St. Joseph’s 
Hospital typing on a computer. Claire Butler, the head of admissions, 
saw him out of the corner of her eye and got up from her desk and 
walked up behind him. She looked over his shoulder to see that he was 
typing up an admission statement for a patient, and she cleared her 
throat, which made Justin jump. “What are you doing, Doctor Gibson?”

“Um…just pulling up an admission report for one of my patients.”
“That’s not a report, doctor. It’s an admission form.” Claire looked 

at the form and asked, “Why is it backdated?” Justin didn’t respond, and 
Claire looked closely and said, “And why is it backdated to the night of 
the Versailles Tower collapse?”

Justin was quiet for a few moments and then said, “Oh, I didn’t 
realize that I had the wrong date.” Claire crossed her arms and glared at 
him. Her thin tall frame, grey hair, and horned rimmed glasses made her 
look almost evil. “I…I…thought I was pulling a report.”

“Yet, you have an admissions form. You know the difference. Why 
are you messing with admissions anyway? That’s my job. If you need to 
read over a report, you can order it from your computer or tablet. There 
is no need to be in my office on one of my computers, doctor.”

Justin backed up and nodded as he walked out of the office area. 
Claire looked at the report that was half finished and printed a copy 
before deleting it from the system. One of her staff walked up and asked, 
“What was that all about?”

Claire shook her head, picking up the copy, and said, “I don’t know. 
I want you and the rest of the staff to keep an eye on Doctor Gibson. If 
he comes back in here, I want to know about it. He doesn’t have rights 
that permit him to write up admissions reports. He only has admitting 
privileges, and I’ll be damned if he is going to start interfering in my 
department.”
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Chapter Thirteen
“He returned to the scene  

of his crime? How cliché!”

S
tan Foster was sleeping with his head on his desk when Becky 
walked in. “Stan,” she whispered.

He lifted his head slowly and asked, “What time is it?”
“Eleven a.m.”
“What damn time zone?”
Becky laughed and said, “Pacific, silly. Welcome back. When did 

you get in?”
“Shit. I don’t know. Our plane landed at Santa Monica Airport at 

two, and Greg and I took a car back to the office.”
Becky looked around and asked, “Where is Greg?”
“Who the hell knows. Probably climbing to the pinnacle of the 

building to skydive again.”
Becky laughed lightly and asked, “So, how did the trip go?”
Stan sat back in his chair; his eyes were bloodshot, and his hair 

disheveled. His suit was wrinkled, and he asked, “Can I ask you to get 
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me a cup of coffee, please?” Becky walked over to a small instant coffee 
machine and brought him back a cup. He sipped it and said, “The trip 
went well. It was a whirlwind, but it went well. We landed the contracts 
in New York and Chicago, and Blake and Alice are going to handle 
getting those off the ground. How are things here?”

“Well, Bobbie and I have been busy bees, but we have a new contract.”
“Really? What’s the job?”
“Well, it’s not a job for our firm, but it is going to make Alice really 

happy.”
“Why is it going to make Alice happy?”
“The job is for Spaulding, and it’s to do the exterminating work at 

the Dolby Theater for the Oscars.”
Stan choked a little on his coffee and said, “Say again?”
“Bobbie got Marty to give Spaulding the contract for the show. We 

already have a couple of men on site now, and we will be able to start 
work right away.”

A smile grew across Stan’s face, and he said, “You two are brilliant.”
“That all depends on who you ask. Brilliant or brutal; it’s all in the 

eye of the beholder.”
Stan laughed again as Bobbie walked into the office. She looked at 

him and said, “Well, look what the cat drug in! You look like shit, Stan.”
“Thank you, Bobbie. As always, you know just what to say to cheer 

me up.”
“Did Becky tell you the news?”
“Indeed, she did. That’s quite a coup for all of us. Have you told 

Alice yet?”
“No. I want to get some things in place first, so that the contracts are 

signed, and we have a battle plan. We have a lot of work to do, and we 
are going to need all hands on deck.”

Stan stood up and walked to the wall of windows that looked out 
over downtown Los Angeles and said, “With so many hands, keeping 
this a secret is going to get more and more difficult. How many people 
are we going to use for this?”
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Bobbie looked up at the ceiling, taping her fingers on her chin, and 
said, “About twenty.”

“Do you have a plan to get rid of some of them when the job is 
finished?”

Becky spoke up and said, “There are only going to be a handful of 
people who know what we are doing with the explosives. Terry will 
handle that along with his team from the Versailles job. If we pull this 
off, the government will pay, and we can get the hell out of here.”

Stan turned from the window and said, “We are playing a very, very 
dangerous game here. The state and federal governments have come 
back with their usual response with regard to terrorism. We, however, 
are not your typical terror group.”

Bobbie sat down in a chair across from Stan’s desk and asked, “Just 
how much do you know about this plot?”

“Everything. You think I was born yesterday? Greg and I were the 
ones who came up with the idea a few years ago. We just didn’t have the 
contacts and expertise.”

“Until Bobbie and I came along?”
“It was Alice who drew my attention to using you two. I knew about 

your checkered past in the military. I also knew you were in bed with 
Bolton but stayed out of her terror plot.”

Bobbie minced no words. “You might know a lot about us, Stan, but 
don’t cross us, or you will die.”

He laughed and said, “Really, Bobbie? You’re going to lob threats 
at me? If one goes down, we all go down. Greg and I have been in 
businesses for a lot of years. You two ex-Marines and sorority girls 
have barely stuck a toe into civilian life. So, don’t make threats. They’ll 
backfire on you, and I mean that literally. You know what you bring to 
the table for this project, right?”

Becky said, “We know how to extort the government, Stan.”
“Oh right. You two got out of the Bolton fiasco several years ago, 

yet the only reward Bolton and all those with her received was a brutal 
death from what I recall.”
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Becky looked at Bobbie and then Stan and said, “Bolton was not 
doing what she did for money. Bolton wanted revenge. That’s one of 
the reasons we got out of the operation. We had no axe to grind with 
the American citizens, and we both had seen enough bloodshed while 
serving with Colonel Bolton in the Marine Corps.”

“Yet you did nothing to stop her, did you?”
Stan had his arms crossed, and Bobbie said, “Look, we don’t want to 

rehash the past; we want to build on our future. The deaths in our case are 
for profit. There has to be collateral damage in order to move an agenda 
like ours forward. We needed a huge target in a short amount of time, 
and now we have it. We have no plans of sending any more letters until 
after the attack. Things will stay nice and quiet until all hell breaks loose. 
Once we kill off people of celebrity, people the public loves and adores, 
the outcry to pay will be greater than anything you have ever seen.”

Stan laughed and said, “The public is a strange group. They’ll ignore 
all of those they know and love to embrace a fantasy, a person or people 
they don’t know and in most cases never will. It’s all so baffling to me.”

Terry Gallo had arrived at the condo complex and found the place 
crawling with law enforcement. He stood at a distance, and one of his 
men walked over to him and asked, “Do you know what the hell is going 
on?” Terry shook his head. “I don’t either, but someone has started a 
shitload of trouble.” Terry nodded and walked back to his truck. He 
pulled out his cellphone and called Bobbie and said, “I’m at the Century 
job, and Jerry’s body has been discovered.”

“That usually happens if there is a murder.”
“Well, it’s a bit more complex than that because not only are the 

local cops here, so are the sheriff’s department and the FBI.”
“The FBI? What the hell would the FBI want with a local crime?”
“I don’t know, but I have a feeling things are going to heat up very 

quickly for all of us.”
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“They’re going to heat up for you, Terry. I can tell you that. Your 
decision to kill Jerry is why they are there, and if they find a way to 
connect you to the killing it could undermine everything that we have 
worked so hard to do. There will be dire consequences for your actions 
up to and including death. You know that, right?”

Terry started his truck and said, “You forget I am the only one who 
holds the keys to the explosives. I’m the only one who knows how to 
mix and prepare the devices. Threaten me again, and it won’t be the 
Dolby Theater that gets blown up. I did what was necessary to protect 
our interests, and I’m not worried about being captured even if they 
learn it was me. All roads lead right back to Spaulding and your merry 
band of idiots. So, you better make it real clear to your pals that I am 
doing you a favor. It’s not the other way around.” There was a pause, 
and Terry continued, “And if you think you’re safe…think again. If 
things start to go badly, I will start killing you people, and I will start 
with you. Do I make myself clear?”

Bobbie was staring out her office window but didn’t make a sound. 
Terry breathed heavily into the phone, and Bobbie could hear his truck 
start moving. “I don’t think threats from either of us is constructive to 
the cause,” she said softly.

Terry laughed and said, “Cause? What cause? I took this job because 
I get to use explosives, and I’m getting paid a hundred million dollars to 
do it. If that changes because of you or your pals, then I will do as I said 
and start killing people.”

Bobbie stood holding the phone in her hand. She was visibly 
shaking, and Greg Baldwin saw it when he entered her office. There 
was a bead of sweat trailing down her face, and her skin was white. “Are 
you okay?” he asked.

She turned with a jerk and said, “Greg, I didn’t hear you come in.”
“I knocked, but you were engrossed. Are you okay?”
“Um…yeah, yeah, just dealing with a demon.”
Greg looked confused and asked, “A demon? What demon?” 

Bobbie walked over to the wet bar and took a bottle of water from a 
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small refrigerator. She didn’t answer Greg right away. She walked to her 
desk and sat down, and Greg asked once more, “What demon are you 
referring to, Bobbie?”

She looked up at him, and he could see the color coming back 
into her face, and she said, “Nothing, Greg. We all have our demons,  
don’t we?”

“Yes, but you sounded like this demon wasn’t a personal one.”
“They’re all personal, Greg. Don’t worry. It isn’t anything I can’t 

handle. Where have you been? Stan said you two got back early this 
morning.”

“Yeah. We got in and had our driver drop us here. Stan went up to 
the office, and I walked over to my condo and got some sleep. I hear that 
you and Becky pulled a real hat trick getting Spaulding into the Oscars.” 
She nodded. “Do you think Terry and his people can pull this off?”

“Oh yes. Terry is all set, and his people are on site right now sizing 
up the opportunities.”

Greg smiled and said, “So, you have this under control?”
“Yes. Yes.” Greg thanked her and left the office. Bobbie had just 

picked up her office phone when Becky appeared in the doorway. 
Bobbie asked her to come in and to close the door. After she did, she sat 
down and asked, “Are you okay? You look like you have seen a ghost.”

“I just got off the phone with Terry. He was back at the condo 
complex in Century City.”

“He returned to the scene of his crime? How cliché.”
“Yes, and his crime has been discovered. The LAPD, the sheriff’s 

department, and the FBI are there.”
“What the fuck would the FBI be doing in this case?”
“I don’t know, but I had a few choice words for Terry.”
Becky stood up and said, “Oh, please tell me you didn’t threaten him.”
“I wish I could.”
“Shit, Bobbie. Terry is one very, very dangerous son of a bitch. What 

did you say?”
“That we would kill him if it came to protecting our interests.”
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Becky collapsed back into the chair, her arms limp at her sides. 
“And his response?”

“He will start killing us if we fuck with him.”
Becky put her head in her hands then looked up at Bobbie and said, 

“You have invited the devil to dinner, Bobbie. You don’t know Terry 
like I do. He’s a machine, a heartless, cold calculating killing machine. I 
bet he told you if this deal gets fucked up and he doesn’t get his money 
that’s when our blood will be spilled.” Bobbie nodded. “Leave this 
alone. Leave Terry alone. He’s on Spaulding’s payroll. Put as much 
distance between us and him as possible.”

Bobbie sat back in her chair and said, “We all served together in the 
Corps, Becky. I know Terry’s dangerous, and believe me, listening to 
that cool and calculating voice on the other end of the line…his words 
left me shaking. I will leave him to you, but mark my words, before the 
theater gets taken down Terry is going to start killing some of us who 
are in the money, too.”

“He’s not like that.”
“Well, big money changes people. And even if Terry is the greatest 

bomb maker in the world, if he sees an opportunity to make more cash, 
he will take it in a heartbeat.”
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Chapter Fourteen
“Why is my fuckin’ skin is crawling?”

J
ohn was working the scene with Jim as Sam worked with Jade and 
Jessica. John was looking up at a concrete pillar when he heard Philly 
say, “Test hole.”
“For remote detonation?” John asked.
Lance was on the other side of the area but in earshot and said, 

“Hard to say, John. The hole is normal size for several different devices, 
and there is nothing inside, so it’s hard to know for sure.” Lance was 
half yelling, and Philly just stood on a small ladder looking into the hole 
and shaking his head.

“It’s for a remote detonator, Lance. Don’t be an ass.”
John was holding the ladder, and everyone in the tent was covered 

in sweat with their gas masks fogging over. Jim said, “I have to get out 
of here.” He walked out of the tent, passing Jade and the rest, who had 
Jerry’s body bagged and on a gurney. “Are you finished here?” he asked.

“Yes. Jessica and I will take the body back to the morgue and perform 
an autopsy. The killer was a little careless.”



88 • Chapter Fourteen

“Careless how?” John asked.
Jade handed him an evidence bag with two spent shotgun shells in it. 

“The killer didn’t pick up all of his shell casings.” John took the bag as 
he walked out of the building. The group huddled together as Jade and 
Jessica left with Jerry’s body.

Jim looked at the casings and said, “A Mossberg semi-automatic 
shot gun.”

John nodded. “And given the proximity to the crowded residential 
area, it was most likely modified with a silencer, so no one would hear 
the shots.” Jim nodded, and John put the bag in his suit pocket.

Sam looked on and asked, “Are you going to run the shells for prints 
and DNA?”

“Yeah. Our lab can work faster than yours.”
Sam nodded, and Jim asked John after lighting a cigarette, “When 

you were asking about Spaulding Extermination…”
Sam interrupted and asked, “What’s the deal with Spaulding?” John 

handed her his tablet. “So, they were on the Versailles job?”
“Yes, but only for about a month. There was another contractor who 

had been doing extermination for years at the building.”
“Why would they need Spaulding?” Sam asked.
“That’s what I was trying to ask,” Jim said. “Doesn’t your office 

have all the information on contractors who worked on that project?” 
John nodded. “And only Spaulding stood out to you?”

“They are the only ones that were doubled up on. All of the other 
contractors worked under a general contractor, and there is nothing out 
of the ordinary with them.”

Lance and Philly appeared from the tent, and Lance had a  
small piece of grey plastic in his hand. Jim asked, “What the fuck  
is that?”

“This? This is the smashed remnant of an electronic device. I found 
it where the victim’s body was. He must have landed on it when he was 
killed.”

Jim looked at the plastic and asked, “Is it a detonator?”
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“I don’t think so. There’s no residue. I think it was being used by 
someone to measure the size of the holes that they needed to drill to set 
explosives.”

John looked at the group and said, “This situation has two things in 
common with the Versailles attack. Spaulding worked on both jobs, and 
that plastic unit is the same type that was discovered in the wreckage of 
the other condo complex.”

“Are you talking about Spaulding Extermination?” Lance asked.
John nodded, and Philly said, “I know the owner, well, the heir who 

inherited the company from her father.”
“What’s her name?” John asked.
“Alice Spaulding. She lives in Chicago. That’s where the company 

is based. It’s a huge organization, John, and very well respected.”
“How do you know Ms. Spaulding?”
“Philly and I served with her in the Corps. She was part of our unit.”
“I don’t remember her name.”
“You were out by the time she enlisted. We served with her and a 

couple of other women who came into the Corps the last year of our 
service. Spaulding was a first lieutenant, and she had two other officers 
who served with her. Becky Stoltz and Bobbie Aster. They were both 
second lieutenants. They were fresh out of college and all served, 
interestingly enough, under Colonel Colleen Bolton.”

Jim’s face dropped, and John’s took on a grim look. Sam said, “I’ve 
heard of Bolton. Wasn’t she involved in the great fires?”

Jim said, “Involved? She was the goddamned mastermind. Bolton 
gave new fuckin’ meaning to the phrase ‘a woman scorned.’”

John nodded and asked Lance, “What were their duties when you 
served with them?”

Philly spoke up and said, “They were assigned to our unit as 
munitions experts.”

Jim whipped his head around so hard the cigarette he had in his 
mouth flew out and landed on the pavement. “They’re fuckin’ bomb 
experts?”
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Philly nodded, and John asked, “Do you know where Aster and 
Stoltz are today?”

“Yep. They’re structural engineers for Foster Baldwin downtown.”
“The high-rise specialty engineering firm?”
“One and the same, man. They build buildings around the world and 

were the engineers for the new Wilshire Grand Center, now the tallest 
building west of the Mississippi.”

John stood for several seconds with a strange look on his face, and 
Jim had a more knowing look on his own. Sam interrupted all of them 
and asked, “Just what the hell is going on, guys?”

Jim was staring at John as were Lance and Philly as he answered, 
“Let’s just say that things are starting to come into focus.” John 
looked at his watch and said, “I need to call Chris and see how 
Karen and the baby are doing, then we need to go see Doctor Gibson. 
It’s ten after two. Jade and Jessica will autopsy the body, but we 
all know what the cause of death was. We need more information 
on the victim and his background. He wasn’t a transient. The fact  
that he was in the building tells me that he either saw something 
or knew something and was a threat to Spaulding. Maybe he was 
planting the device or worked for Spaulding or another contractor 
and stumbled onto the person setting this device and got himself 
murdered.”

Lance said, “Philly and I can talk to the Spaulding representative 
and get information on workers here at the site. I imagine he’s being 
missed, so getting background on him should be easy.”

John nodded and said, “Do it quietly. I don’t want to draw a lot of 
attention, at least not yet. Once you have the information, send it via 
your secure tablet to me and Jim as well as Sam.” John pulled his phone 
off his hip and looked at Jim and Sam and said, “Meet me at Doctor 
Gibson’s office.” They nodded as John walked away.
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Sara was sitting next to Chris as he held Karen’s hand. He had tears 
running down his face. The sound of the ventilator and monitors were 
all that could be heard, and Sara was crying quietly with her hand on his 
shoulder. She heard her name being called over the hospital PA system 
and stood, hugged him, and walked to the nurse’s station and picked up 
one of the phones.

“Sara, it’s John. I’ve been trying to reach Chris, but his phone goes 
to voicemail.” Sara was trying to hold it together, but she knew John 
would hear the pain in her voice. Before she could speak, he asked, 
“What’s happening?”

“It’s been a bad day, John. Karen’s still comatose, and the baby died 
about three hours ago.”

John’s eyes began to fill with tears. “Does Chris know?”
“Yes. I told him.”
“How’s he holding up?”
“How do you think? For God’s sake, in less than twenty-four hours, 

he went from a father-to-be to having a dead child and his wife on life 
support. He’s a mess, but he is still standing strong for Karen.” John was 
quiet, and Sara asked, “How is your day going?”

“Bad. Really, really bad. There is a murdering group of people out 
there who want to terrorize Los Angeles. The pieces are starting to fall 
into place, but there are way more questions than answers. I really need 
Chris, but I can’t do that to him. He needs to be with Karen. Is she going 
to make it, Sara?”

“She’ll make it. She’s too stubborn to die. She’s going to be changed 
by this experience, but I think she will come to in a few hours, a day at 
the most. Her vitals are stable, and her brain waves are normal. She just 
needs rest.”

“I have to go see Doctor Gibson. When I am finished with him, I 
will get over to the hospital. Don’t tell Chris I called. I will pass the 
news on to the others. This is going to rattle Jim. He was excited for 
Chris and Karen, and this coming only weeks after Barbara’s death…
it’s going to be tough.”
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“Yeah, well, Jim’s feelings are the least of my worries right now. 
He’s a grown man who abandoned his own son. Chris and Karen not 
only lost a child, but Karen can never have children now. I think that 
that loss is the focus right now, and even Jim would tell you that.”

“I’m meeting him and Sam at Doctor Gibson’s office, and when we 
are finished with the meeting, we will come to the hospital.” He hung 
up, and Sara went back in with Chris.

“Problem!” Justin Gibson’s voice had a bit of a quiver to it.
“What’s the problem?”
“I have no alibi for my whereabouts the night of the building 

explosion.”
“I thought you told people that you were treating a patient at the ER?”
“I did, but I can’t get into the system at the hospital to set up a chart 

for that night.”
“Why not? You’re a doctor at the hospital. You have admitting 

privileges, right?”
“Yes, but it doesn’t work like the old days. Everything is electronic to 

follow the new protocol for insurance and government medical billing. 
The hospital has a whole department that handles admitting. I tried to 
get into the system, but I got caught by the head of administration at the 
hospital, and she really busted my balls.” It was quiet on the other end 
of the line, and Justin asked, “Are you still there?”

“Yes. Why do you need this set up? Is someone asking?”
“Yeah, the feds and the sheriff’s department!”
“WHAT! Why the hell am I just learning about this?”
“Because I only just learned about it and was trying to cover my ass. 

Now, I’m telling you, so you can tell the others. Terry, if anyone decides 
to subpoena my phone or other records or the hospital’s, they’re going 
to learn really fast where I was, and that could blow this whole deal out 
of the water.”
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Terry Gallo was sitting in his work truck with his phone on speaker. 
“Why are the feds and sheriff coming for you?”

“They got a DNA match to the blood on the last letter you guys sent. 
They got to Harris, who in turn implicated me, or I should say told them 
that I run the blood donation service for the Red Cross for local blood 
drives.”

Terry was shaking his head and said, “You better get something to 
cover your ass for that night, or you are going to be taken out.”

“You’re threatening me? Fuck you, Terry! I can talk to the authorities 
and put an end to you and your bosses in a second. You people want 
money; I want money, too, but I know you will kill me if you get the 
chance. Knowing you, you’re already plotting ways to kill those of us in 
on this mission to increase your own cut. Let me tell you something, pal. 
You can’t do what you’re doing without people like me and the cover 
of Spaulding and Foster Baldwin. You might be one hell of a munitions 
expert, but you’re not the total brains behind this scheme. Without the 
infrastructure that we supply, you would have been caught years ago. 
Your little girlfriend, Bolton, learned that the hard way, and as I recall 
you were trying to talk her out of that terror plot to get her to work with 
us.”

Terry sat with his hands tightly wrapped around the steering wheel 
of his truck; his knuckles were white from the iron grip he had on the 
wheel, and his jaw was tight.

Justin laughed and said, “I can see you in my mind’s eye, furiously 
pissed, glaring out the window of your truck. You hate being told what 
to do. It pisses you off. You don’t like being dependent on others, but 
you have to be.” Justin paused, and before Terry could speak he said, 
“Don’t ever threaten me again, or I will bring hell down on you and all 
of those in this plot. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a meeting with 
the authorities, and I have to figure out how to deal with the hospital 
admitting manager.”

“What’s the name of the person giving you problems?”
“Claire Butler.”
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“What does she look like?”
Justin gave Terry her description and asked, “What are going to do?”
“Take care of it, Justin, just like I always do. With her out of the way, 

you should be able to make the changes, right?”
“Terry, there is an entire staff that works for her. She’s the manager. 

She is already leery of me; killing her will solve nothing. What kind of 
animal are you? Nearly a thousand people are dead, and I’m beginning 
to think that you are just enjoying the body count more than the overall 
objective of getting paid off and out of this shit hole.”

Terry smiled and said, “I like killing, Justin. Actually, I love it. It’s 
what I do, and I do it well. If I get rid of this bitch, can you make the 
changes?”

“Please don’t kill Claire. As I said, she is one small part of a larger 
operation. I will find someone to make the changes for me. Leave her 
be.” The line went dead, and Justin put the phone down and asked 
himself, “Should I warn Claire?”

Jim and Sam were sitting outside of Justin’s office. They had 
just gotten off the phone with John and were waiting for him as they 
processed what he’d told them about Karen and Chris. Sam said, “I 
don’t believe this. I don’t know what to say.”

Jim was smoking a cigarette and said, “There is nothing to say. How 
do you comfort someone in a time like this?”

Sam looked at Jim bathed in the late afternoon sun and asked, “How 
do you feel about it?”

“Shocked. Karen’s a kid. Shit! Chris is a kid. It’s sad, but we have 
the easy job.”

“How so?”
“We process this from the outside. Karen and Chris have to live this 

nightmare.”
“John said that Sara was worried about you.”
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He nodded and took a hit off his cigarette and flicked the finished 
butt out of the car window and said, “Yeah. She thinks that this is going 
to upset me more because of Barbara’s death.”

“Will it?”
“No. Death is a part of life. Barbara had a full life, and we lived and 

loved each other in her final months. There was nothing unsaid when 
she died. Yes, it rocked me to the core, but I knew it was coming. Chris 
and Karen could never have imagined this would happen. They just got 
blindsided. They have both been through shit in their lives. Chris’s sister 
died brutally at the hands of animals, and Karen endured some sick shit 
as a child. But this…this is different. Their child is dead, and from what 
John told us, Karen can’t have children now, and Chris is keeping a vigil 
over her. Life isn’t fair, and it can be cruel, and they are going to need 
all of us to help them through this.” Jim had just stopped speaking when 
John’s Silverado pulled up next to them. Jim opened the door and said, 
“Well, let’s go talk to this doctor and see what lies he’s going to tell us.”

Justin was seated at a small conference table in an outer office when 
the three walked in. He stood and shook their hands as each reintroduced 
themselves. It was Jim who asked, “So, tell us about your work with the 
Red Cross.”

“Um…there really isn’t much to tell. I run several blood drives each 
year to benefit our local hospitals and on special occasions if there is a 
blood shortage or a crisis.”

“So, do you have a drive going for the victims of the building 
collapse?”

“Of course. That building was my home, you know. We have a drive 
this weekend, and the outpouring from the public has been astonishing. 
Even for a city of this size and a demographic of people who rarely get 
involved in civic issues, there has been unprecedented support for the 
victims.”
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John had his tablet in his hands and asked, “Doctor Gibson, may I 
have your permission to record this interview?”

“Record? Why do you want to record this?”
“We don’t do things in an antiquated way anymore, Doctor Gibson. 

Much like your business has been forced to go electronic, so has law 
enforcement. This just gives me and my office as well as the sheriff’s 
office a recording, so we can make sure we have all of the facts.”

Justin shrugged a bit and said, “It’s kind of intrusive, don’t you 
think?”

“Perhaps, but it saves me having to formally arrest you and read you 
your Miranda Rights, which I can do if you prefer.”

“I’m really starting to feel quite uncomfortable. Do I need to have 
my lawyer present?”

“If you feel you need a lawyer, you certainly can do that, but then we 
have to make this whole thing formal. If it’s any consolation, nothing 
that you say in the recording can be used against you in a court of law 
since you have not been read your rights.”

“Would you say that as you start the recording?”
John nodded and stated, “This interview with Doctor Justin Gibson 

is being conducted by FBI Special Agent John Swenson, Los Angeles 
County Sheriff Samantha Pritchard, and acting Undersheriff James 
O’Brian. Mr. Gibson has not been read his rights and is making this 
recording of his own free will; therefore, this recording is not admissible 
in court.”

Justin smiled, and Jim asked, “So, tell us about the blood drives.”
He explained how they worked and after a few minutes Sam asked, 

“Who has access to the blood you draw from people?”
“A few staff members. Why?”
Sam took a deep breath and said, “There is no reason that this should 

take all afternoon. Doctor Gibson, as you have most likely seen in the 
media or read in the papers, several notes have been delivered through 
the LA Times to law enforcement from a party claiming responsibility 
for the recent bombing. The sheriff’s department, in cooperation with 
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the FBI, has been working with those notes, which were soaked in 
human blood before being mailed to the Times.”

“I’m aware, but what does that have to do with me?”
Sam continued, “The blood on the last letter belonged to Doctor 

Harris Stone. We are told that you know him.”
“Of course, I know Harry. He and I went to medical school together 

and share patients on occasion.”
“Do you have any idea how Doctor Stone’s blood could end up in 

the hands of a terror group?”
“A terror group? Why would you call them that?”
John spoke up and said, “People who destroy buildings and kill 

hundreds of people are terrorists, Doctor Gibson.”
Justin looked on as Sam asked the question again then answered, “I 

have no idea. Harry gives blood at other locations. Why do you think it 
was our location that his blood came from?”

Jim pulled a cigarette out of his top left pocket and put it behind his 
ear and said, “Doctor Stone claims the only place that he has donated 
blood is at your drives. If you know of other locations that Doctor Stone 
has donated blood at, then tell us, and we will check them out. And if he 
lied...we will deal with him.”

“I don’t know where else he donates, but he has donated with us 
a lot.”

John sat back in his chair, his huge arms straining against his suit 
coat, and asked, “Who has access to the blood supply?”

“Me, two other staffers who work for me, and…Harry.”
Sam asked, “Harris Stone has access to the blood?”
“Sure. He works the drives with me and has access. I still don’t 

understand how you are connecting my blood drives with Harry’s 
blood.”

John said, “So far it is the only connection we can make based on 
our interview with Doctor Stone and now with you. Can you provide my 
office as well as the sheriff’s office with a list of the names of those with 
access to the blood and where we can find them?”
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Justin stood up and grabbed a small laptop and printed out a list. He 
handed it to John and said, “That’s the list. Besides me and Harry, the 
other two names on the list are my medical assistants. Both are in the 
office. You’re more than welcome to speak to them.” John nodded, and 
Justin got up and left the room.

Jim looked at John and asked, “Why is it that my fuckin’ skin is 
crawling.” John simply nodded as did Sam.

Two young women entered the room followed by Justin. The 
interviews with the two girls took only ten minutes, and when they were 
concluded John thanked Justin for his time and stood up to leave. The 
three followed Justin to his office entrance when John asked, “You lived 
in the Versailles Tower?”

“Yes sir.”
“Where were you when the building collapsed?”
“I had a patient who needed attending to, and I was at the emergency 

room with her.”
“I see. May I ask the patient’s name?”
“Your wife is a doctor, isn’t she Agent Swenson?” John nodded, and 

Justin said, “Then you understand that I can’t release that information to 
you as it would be a violation of federal medical privacy laws.”

“What hospital were you at?” John asked.
“Providence.”
“St. Joseph?”
Justin nodded, and John thanked him. He watched as Jim and Sam 

walked out, and as John left he asked, “Why do you want to know what 
hospital?”

John never looked back as he walked and answered, “I can pull the 
admitting records for my file; they will be redacted, but it will show who 
the attending physician was, the admitting time, and other information.”

“Do you people think I’m a liar? Am I a suspect?”
Jim answered that question while still walking. “Everyone is a 

suspect until they are not, Doctor Gibson. Everyone.”
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Chapter Fifteen
“Not a damn thing, Chris.  

Not a damn thing.”

K
aren was off the ventilator and breathing on her own. She had 
roused a few times but was not fully awake. Sara had left the room 
and returned to find Chris with his head on Karen’s left arm, asleep. 

She was walking gently around the bed making note of Karen’s vitals 
when she saw her eyes open. Karen stared at Sara, and her eyes filled 
with tears. She looked down at Chris and said in a low and raspy voice, 
“How long have I been out?”

“About a day and a half.”
“Drug induced coma or natural?”
“Natural. You lost a lot of blood. It was touch and go for a while, 

kiddo.”
“I could hear you. My daughter didn’t make it?” Sara started to cry, 

and Karen lifted her right hand and put it in Sara’s and said, “Placenta 
percreta?” Sara nodded. “So, I have no uterus?” Sara shook her head. 
“And our daughter is dead?”
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Sara said, “We tried everything, honey. I even had her body sent to 
Jade for autopsy.”

“Why would you do that, Sara? You know what the cause of 
death was.”

“Double checking myself and the other doctors. I was hoping some 
closure for you and Chris.”

Chris began to rouse, and Karen said, “There can be no closure on 
something like this. There is no God to pray to. No form of comfort that 
is going to take away all that we’ve lost.”

Chris was now alert, and he looked at Karen’s teary eyes and leaned 
over and kissed her passionately and said, “Oh baby! Jesus, it’s good to 
see you.”

Karen smiled softly and said, “I heard you the whole time, honey. I 
wasn’t leaving you. I fought hard to wake up.”

Chris looked at Sara and asked, “Does she know?” Sara nodded, 
and Chris got an angry look on his face and said, “You should have 
woken me.”

Karen put her hand on Chris’s bald head and said, “I knew when I 
was in the coma. I heard everything. I woke up and asked the questions 
to make sure it wasn’t a nightmare. Sara just nodded. You can’t be angry 
with her. She’s my doctor and the reason I am still here. I know you 
don’t understand all the medical jargon, but I do, honey. I know what 
happened, and there was nothing anyone could have done to stop it.”

“That may be, but our child is dead.”
Karen was about to speak when there was a light tap on her door. 

She saw it open and John’s face peeked in. She smiled as best she could 
and said, “And there is my black angel.” John smiled a sad smile and 
walked in with Jim and Sam in tow. Karen looked at the small group and 
said, “I don’t know what’s been going on for the past few days, but you 
all look like you haven’t slept in a week.”

John sat down on the edge of the bed and took Karen’s hand and 
said, “We’re fine. How are you?”

“Sad, weak, tired, frustrated, angry. Everything you’d expect.”
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John kissed her forehead and said, “I understand your loss to some 
extent, but you’re still here, Karen. I’m not going to cite all the clichés 
that come with tragedy. You and Chris will have to navigate this on your 
own, but we are here for you. I could not bear to lose you.”

Jim walked up and took Karen’s hand. He didn’t speak. Tears were 
running down his face, and Karen said, “I know, Jim. I love you, too.”

Sam asked, “Is there anything you need, Karen?”
She looked around at all the faces and said, “I need to talk to Jade and 

Jessica.” She paused and said, “The love in this room is overpowering 
me. I have always known it was there, but for all of us to be together 
even under such dire circumstances is mind boggling.”

Sam called Jade from a corner of the room. She hung up the line and 
said, “Jade and Jessica will be over in an hour or so to speak to you. Is 
there anyone else that you want to speak to?”

Karen shook her head and then laid her head down and said, “I need 
more sleep.” The group began to leave the room when Karen asked, 
“What’s happening with the bombing case?”

Chris had a blank look on his face, and John said, “We’re making 
progress but still don’t have any solid leads.”

“What happened with Doctors Harris and Gibson?”
“We got more information, but it’s not solid enough to move on.”
Karen started to doze off and asked Chris, “Honey, have you been 

working?”
“No.”
“You’re needed. I’m fine. I’m just going to sleep. If John needs you, 

go to work. Sara has me covered. You guys have to find the people 
responsible for the killings before more die.” Chris nodded as Karen 
drifted off.

Sara said, “Jade and Jessica are here and so is Cindy. I think it would 
be helpful for Karen to see them all.” Chris nodded and asked that they 
meet out in front of the hospital before coming in.

Sara started typing a text, and Chris looked at John and asked, “What 
do we know?”
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John shook his head and said, “Not a damn thing, Chris. Not one 
damn thing.”

“Is that who I think it is?” Lance asked Philly as he pointed toward 
Terry Gallo.

Philly looked hard at the man in the distance and then said, “It’s 
been a few years since I have seen him, but I think it is.”

“So, he’s in the private sector? What the hell is he doing at a condo 
complex in Century City?”

The two men hid behind a wall, and Philly asked, “Do we talk to 
him?”

Lance shook his head and said, “No…we don’t even let him see 
us. The fact that he is here tells me a lot.” He pulled a small pair of 
binoculars out of his pocket and peered through them, looking Terry up 
and down, and said, “He’s wearing a Spaulding uniform.”

Philly had a stern look on his face and said, “Extermination is right 
up Terry’s alley. So…what do we do?”

“We need to get to Spaulding’s offices and find out just what it is 
that Terry does for them.”

“I know what he did when he was in Corps. He served under Bolton, 
and while he is an ingenious munitions expert, he has a dark twisted side 
to him.”

Lance nodded and asked, “Didn’t he move to Chicago after getting 
out of the Corps?”

“That’s what I heard. I lost touch with him long before he was out 
and just picked up bits and pieces of the things he was doing after he 
was discharged.” Lance walked between buildings, and Philly followed 
until they reached Lance’s truck and left the complex.

Terry Gallo had been talking to several of his men who were on 
the site. “Pull off the job and meet me in my office.” One of his men 
asked why, and he looked him in the eye and said, “You don’t question 
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my authority. Am I clear?” Heads nodded all around, and he turned to 
leave the site and spotted Lance moving in between two buildings in 
the distance. “Now, what was he doing here?” he whispered to himself.

Claire Butler was working with several members of her staff when 
her office phone rang. The voice on the other end of the line was 
obviously disguised and androgynous.

“Ms. Butler, the head of administration at Providence St. Joseph’s 
Hospital?”

“That’s the number that you called. How can I help you?”
“You are in danger, Ms. Butler.”
“I’m sorry. What?”
“You’re in danger.”
“And why am I in danger?” The others stopped speaking and listened 

to Claire.
“I can’t give you details, Ms. Butler. All I can tell you is to pay 

attention to your surroundings and don’t move about alone.”
“Is this some kind of sick joke?”
“It is no joke. You are in danger, and there is nothing more I can tell 

you.”
The line went dead, and one of her staff members asked, “Are you 

okay, Claire?”
She shook her head and said, “Apparently not. That was someone 

warning me that I am in danger.”
“Over what?”
Claire shrugged her shoulders and said, “That’s a great question.” 

One of her employees told her to call the police. “And tell them what?”
“That you received a threatening phone call.”
“It wasn’t a threatening phone call; it was a warning call.”
“Threat. Warning. Either way, you need to call the police.”
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Chapter Sixteen
“Who says that I ever stopped falling?”

B
obbie Aster and Martin Gomez had just finished an early dinner and 
were preparing to leave the restaurant when Bobbie received a text 
message. She read the message, and Martin could see that she was 

upset and asked if she was okay. She quickly regained her composure 
and said, “Yes, yes. I just got an alarming text, though.”

“Want to share?”
“No, no. It’s business related but nothing to worry about.”
Martin paid the check, and the two walked out of the restaurant. “Are 

you coming to my place tonight, or should I come to yours?” He could 
see that Bobbie was not all there and asked again if she was alright.

“Yes, yes. Um…why don’t you come to my place? Let’s say eleven.”
“Sure, but why so late?”
“I have some business to attend to, and I don’t want it to interfere 

with our time.” She paused and said, “Actually, let’s play it by ear. I’m 
not sure what I’m walking into.”

Martin looked at her and asked, “Does that text have anything to do 
with my job?”
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“Oh, heavens no! Spaulding has been out to the theater, and you 
should have a report by morning. We feel comfortable that we have the 
show totally under control. Believe me when I tell you, you and all of 
those at the Oscars are going to have a blast.”

“The victim at the complex was Jerry Goldman, and he was a key 
supervisor for Spalding,” Lance said.

John was holding his cellphone to his ear as he stood outside the 
UCLA Medical Center and asked, “You received this information from 
Spaulding?”

“We received the list of workers on the Century City job, and he was 
the highest-ranking employee. He missed work this morning. Philly and 
I were able to get some more information on him, and Jade was able to 
cross-check DNA. He’s our victim.”

Jim and Sam as well as Maria and Cindy had congregated near the 
entrance to the hospital, and John asked, “Did Goldman have a history 
in munitions?”

“No. He was an expert exterminator and had been with Spaulding 
for two decades. He was the supervisor for the job.”

“So, Goldman was either in the wrong place at the wrong time, or he 
discovered something.”

“I’m going with the latter. I think that Goldman either witnessed 
the person who drilled the pilot hole for the explosives or discovered 
something after the fact.”

“Anything else?”
“Maybe. When Philly and I were at the site, we saw someone we 

knew from the Corps. A munitions genius who served under Bolton.”
“Really? Who would that be?”
“The guy’s name is Terry Gallo. Philly and I spotted him on the job 

site, yet he’s not listed as working for Spaulding…at least on this job, 
though he was wearing a Spaulding uniform.”
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“What else do you know about Gallo?”
“Not a ton. He was a brilliant munitions expert in the Corps. 

Philly knew him better than I did. He heard that Gallo had moved 
to Chicago after getting out of the Corps but lost contact with him 
several years ago.”

“Spaulding is headquartered out of Chicago?”
“Yes, it is, so what he’s doing in LA is curious.”
John asked him to learn more about Gallo and to meet him at his 

office in the morning. He joined the small group at the hospital entrance. 
Jim and Sam were smoking while Cindy and Maria were talking. John 
was about to speak when he heard Jade’s voice call out to him and turned 
to see her walking with Jessica in his direction.

“Did you get the information on our victim?” Jade asked.
John nodded and said, “Sara told me that Chris and Karen’s child 

was sent to your office for autopsy.”
“Yes, she was.”
“And?”
“And she was premature. Her lungs were not developed enough, 

and she died of lack of oxygen. The cause of death isn’t rocket science, 
John. The little thing was nearly five months premature.”

“How could Ali make such an error on the gestation of the child?”
“She looked older than she was. The birth was relatively 

uncomplicated. Ali and Sara were working to save Karen. They handed 
the baby off to the neonatal team and focused on Karen. The rest is 
history.” John nodded, and the group walked into the hospital together.

Karen was sitting up and drinking some water when Sara asked if 
she wanted some company. She looked at Chris, who nodded, and she 
told Sara it was okay. She was still a bit groggy and had a bag of blood 
hanging with her IV. Jade and Jessica kissed her and told her and Chris 
how sorry they were. When she asked about the cause of death, Jade 
explained it.

There was small talk and then Jim said, “Okay, folks. Let’s talk 
about the elephant in the room.”
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All eyes turned to Karen and Chris, and Chris stood up and said, 
“We know you all mean well, and we know you love and care for us. 
Right now, Karen and I have a lot to digest, and that isn’t going to 
happen overnight. We need to focus on getting Karen well and burying 
our child.”

No one said a word, but Karen teared up and said, “While I can 
rationalize the events of the last twenty-four hours, I still can’t accept 
them. Chris and I don’t believe in God or punishment or any of that 
garbage. Our lives have been turned upside down, and while it will take 
time, we will get through this…but we need time.”

Jim let out a small sigh and said, “The best thing we can do, people, 
is leave these kids alone.”

Sara nodded as did John, and people started leaving the room but not 
before giving Chris and Karen hugs and kisses. When the room had all 
but emptied, Karen asked, “How long will I have to be here?”

Sara looked over her chart and said, “I would like to keep you 
overnight just to make sure that the bleeding has stopped.” She pointed 
to the bag of blood and said, “You took almost twelve units, and your 
blood count is near normal now, but we haven’t stopped giving you 
blood, so after this bag I will start monitoring your blood hour by hour, 
and if you’re stable, you can be discharged in the morning.”

Karen looked at the clock on the wall and said, “Six thirty! It’s been 
a long day.”

John laughed and said, “Yes, sweetheart, it has.”
Chris looked up at John and asked, “Where are we on the attack?”
“More questions than answers, as I said, but I think we have some 

good leads.”
“Have Lance and Philly gotten you any information?”
“Yeah. There are a few people I need to ‘talk to.’” John gestured 

with his fingers, and everyone in the room knew what that meant.
“You have people that you feel the Eagle should talk to?” John 

nodded. “So, you don’t think they are innocent?” John shook his head. 
“Anyone I know?”
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“Perhaps. It’s a conversation for later. Right now, you need to be 
with Karen.”

Karen looked at both men and said, “Chris, you need to go home 
and get some sleep. John needs you, and you will be taking me home at 
some point soon. Sara, you need to get some rest as well. I’m in good 
hands here. Everyone, go home and get some rest. Chris, you need to 
be back at work tomorrow. John needs you as do the citizens of Los 
Angeles.”

He nodded, and John and Sara left while Chris was talking and 
holding onto Karen. When they were out of the room, Sara asked, “What 
does the Eagle have?”

“One hell of a mess. I have a munitions expert from the Corps. I 
have a Chicago connection but don’t know how that is going to play 
out, and I have an elusive target by these terrorists that I think, if not 
uncovered, is going to deliver a devastating blow to the city, the country, 
and the world.”

“And have you eaten anything today?” John shook his head, and 
Sara said, “Come with me to the commissary. Believe it or not, they 
have a couple of really nice restaurants.”

“Karen wants you to go home and rest.”
“I will go home when Karen goes home. Now, let’s get some food. I 

haven’t eaten since last night.”

A Burbank police officer was finishing up the threat report against 
Claire Butler filed by hospital administration. Claire was fielding 
questions from two detectives as she tried to work on other projects.

“Do you have any enemies who would want to harm you?” One 
detective asked.

“I don’t have any enemies that I know of. I really think this was a 
crank call and nothing more. There is a lot more being made of this than 
there needs to be.”
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“The caller stated that you were in danger. That’s something that 
needs to be reported, Ms. Butler. You might very well be right, but if you 
had not reported this and something did happen to you, there would be 
more questions than answers.”

She cringed and said, “Whether this was reported or not, if someone 
hurts me there are going to be more questions than answers.” With that, 
the men left. Claire looked at her staff and said, “I don’t know which 
one of you went to administration about this, but if I find out, I’m going 
to kick your ass.”

Bobbie entered her office building on Wilshire at just after seven. 
She was waiting for the elevator when she heard Becky call out to her.

“What are you doing here at this hour? I thought you were with 
Martin.”

“I was, but I have some business to finish up here, and then Martin 
and I are going to spend the night together.”

Becky laughed and said, “Don’t tell me that you’re falling for him 
again?”

The elevator doors opened, and she stepped in and said, “Who says 
that I ever stopped falling?” The doors closed, and Becky walked off 
shaking her head.

Bobbie got to her office and started thumbing through papers when 
her nose caught a familiar fragrance in the air. She didn’t look up from 
her tablet. “When did you get into town?”

Alice Spaulding was standing in the doorway and said, “A few hours 
ago.”

“Why didn’t you tell me in your text that you were already here?”
“It’s a surprise, Bobbie. You love surprises.”
“No, I don’t, and you know that.”
“You’re goddamn right I know that. You know I don’t like fuckin’ 

surprises either, especially when my company is being used as a front.” 
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Bobbie didn’t respond, and Alice sat down across from her desk and 
asked, “When were you going to tell me about the Dolby deal?”

“Jesus Christ, Alice! I just fucked the deal together in the last few 
days. I am capable of multitasking as you well know.”

“You’re good at sucking cock and fucking things up. That’s what 
you’re good at. Who the hell thought it was a good idea to have Terry 
murder one of my key foremen?”

Bobbie laughed and asked, “You flew all the way to LA because 
Jerry Goldman has been killed?”

Alice had tears in her eyes and said, “No. I flew out here because 
the love of my life has been murdered. Now, who turned him onto Jerry 
and why?”

“Jerry is dead because he was too curious. Terry didn’t see any other 
way to deal with him.”

“What the hell was Terry doing drilling holes for explosives at 
another condo complex? You were supposed to be working on the four 
targets in your letter.”

“Complications came up with the city, and I was able to sleep my way 
into the biggest global event of the year. We will get a huge body count 
on national TV and will also get taken seriously by the government…
and get paid.”

Alice was fuming as she stood up and walked to the wall of windows 
looking out over downtown Los Angeles. “I hate this goddamn city. I 
hate all it stands for. There was no reason to kill Jerry. All you had to do 
was call me, and I would have gotten him back home to Chicago, and 
none of this would have had to happen. Now, your antics have us under 
a microscope.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Bobbie asked incredulously.
“I’m talking about the FBI and the sheriff’s department taking over 

the Versailles investigation. I’m talking about Special Agents John 
Swenson and Chris Mantel along with Sheriff Samantha Pritchard.”

Bobbie looked up from her tablet and asked, “How do you know 
more about who’s investigating this case than we do?”
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Alice sat back in her chair and said, “Because people are faithful to 
me, people who served with me and my commander Colonel Colleen 
Bolton are paying attention to this. There are two other men that served 
with you and Becky in the Corps who have been deputized by Agent 
Swenson to work this case.”

“Who?”
“Philly Soranto and Lance Coswalski.”
Bobbie’s eyes got wide, and she said, “No!”
“Oh, but yes, and you know what that means?”
“Shit! What do they know?”
“I don’t have information on that yet, but it is only a matter of 

time, and those two are going to find Terry, and all hell is going to 
break loose.”

Bobbie stood up and said, “Well, we will just have to kill them.”
Alice started laughing uncontrollably as she stared at Bobbie. “Kill 

them? Really? Kill them? These two fucks are mercs. They’re experts in 
their fields, and they are working for Swenson, who as you might recall 
was a black operative in his days in the Corps. Kill Lance and Philly? 
Not going to happen.”

“Then what do you suggest?”
“I suggest that you keep Terry on a short leash, and that you keep 

him out of sight as much as possible. His men can do a lot of the work 
without him on scene. He’s a bomb maker not a demolition expert. Let 
your men take down the building. Deal with the site and keep Terry in a 
dark room making explosives.”

“And if I don’t?”
“Then this whole thing will be blown, and all of us will die.”
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Chapter Seventeen
“Don’t count on it, Javier.  

Don’t count on it.”

J
im was sitting in his usual spot at Santiago’s. He had a bucket of 
beers and a cigarette. Cindy arrived at the restaurant and sat down at 
the bar out of Jim’s sight and ordered a drink. Javier noticed her but 

didn’t move. He just read his newspaper and sipped a glass of Patrón. 
The bartender gave Cindy her drink, and she shot it down fast and asked 
for another. Javier got up with his glass and hobbled over and sat down 
next to her.

“You afraid to talk to Jim?”
“How do you know who I am?”
Javier laughed and said, “You been here many times, Ms. Bartlett. 

I know who you are. I’m sorry about your son.” Cindy nodded as her 
second drink came, and she shot it as well and asked for another. “You 
drink for courage to talk to Jim or courage to leave the bar without him 
knowing you here?”

“Both.”
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“I see. So, you afraid, but of what?”
The third drink came, and the bartender sat it down and said, “Slow 

down, lady, or you’ll end up on the floor.”
Cindy didn’t pick up the drink. She looked at it, and Javier asked, 

“When the last time you eat?”
“Yesterday.”
“Drinking on an empty stomach no good.” Javier spoke to the 

bartender in Spanish, and he walked away. Javier said, “Some food 
come. You eat, stay out of sight. I speak to Jim.”

“Please don’t tell him I’m here.”
Javier laughed and said, “You far enough out of sight. Jim not know 

you here less he see you, and you not know. Jim will drink all night, call 
cab when it time to close. You not be found unless you want to be.”

Javier limped off as the bartender brought a plate of food and a large 
glass of water. “Eat this. It’s Javier’s own recipe. You’ll feel better, then 
you can drink some more.” Cindy grabbed a fork and started into the 
food, and once she started, she ate ravenously.

Jim was nursing a beer and had just stubbed out his cigarette when 
Javier hobbled over to the table. Jim looked at the large glass in Javier’s 
hand and said, “That’s not water.”

Javier laughed and said, “Water? Oh, fuck no. Rot my pipes. Tequila. 
I have no water in years.”

Jim laughed and said, “I would have guessed as much. How the hell 
are you alive?”

Javier laughed and said, “Don’t know. I’m eighty-five and still alive. 
I drink like this my whole life. I bet I stop I die.”

Jim frowned and said, “Don’t count on it, Javier. Don’t count on it.”

John was sitting at his desk when his office phone rang. Jesus 
Alvarez asked, “Agent Swenson, have you heard anything further from 
the killers?”
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“No, Jesus, nothing. What about you?”
“No sir. Nothing. What do you think it means?”
“They’re on the move, Jesus, that’s what it means. It means that they 

are already scoping out their next target…or worse…they have it and 
are working on it right now.”

Jesus was quiet for a few seconds and then asked, “The Academy 
Awards are in a few days. Do you think that could be a target?”

John was swiping his hand across his tablet and said, “Anything 
could be a target, but right now we have no credible information to 
suspect that the Oscars will be under attack. That would be a really bold 
move given the type of security that event gets. My office as well as 
ALL major law enforcement divisions protect the theater. It would take 
someone really, really crazy to try and attack that.”

“You don’t think these people are crazy, Agent Swenson? They 
murdered nearly a thousand people.”

“No, Jesus. They’re far from crazy. They are well organized. This is 
off the record as to source, am I clear?”

“Yes.”
“Okay. I want you to place a second page story in tomorrow’s 

paper that someone high in law enforcement speaking on the condition 
of anonymity believes that the Academy Awards could be a terrorist 
target.”

“What purpose will that serve?”
“Well, if there is an attack planned, it will send a message to the 

would-be attackers that we are onto them. It’ll also sell more papers.”
Jesus laughed and said, “You’re going to check it out, right?”
“Of course. Have a good night.” John hung up the line and sat for a 

few seconds and then called Lance from his cellphone.
“What’s up?”
 “Get me a list of contractors for the Academy Awards.”
“Okay, but why me? You can get that faster than I can?”
“The FBI needs to stay low profile. Isn’t Philly’s ex part of the crew 

that handles the awards?”
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“Yeah. I know he hasn’t spoken to him in some time, but I’m sure 
he will help.”

“Get the list and then send it to me.”
John was about to hang up when Lance said, “What about the fact 

that Philly and I saw Terry Gallo at the Century City job?”
“Munitions expert Terry Gallo?”
“None other.”
“Do you know why he was there?”
“Nope, but as I told you he was wearing a Spaulding uniform and 

ordering some men around.”
John sat still for several seconds before responding. “I need to have 

a chat with Mr. Gallo.”
Lance laughed and said, “I kind of thought you might. Good luck 

finding him, though. I’m not sure, but I think he might have made me 
and Philly on the site, and if he did he’s gone.”

“He might go underground, but he’s not gone. If Terry works for 
Spaulding, then we know who our killers are. Now, we just have to find 
all of the players.”

“Spaulding might be the front for the killing, but you know that 
there is another group behind this.”

“I do, and I need to get my hands on Gallo to find out who.”
“Well, you have the resources of the federal government. If I were 

you, I wouldn’t waste a lot of time. You need to find him and fast.”

Sam and Maria had just finished dinner and were enjoying a glass of 
wine in their hot tub when Sam’s cellphone started ringing.

“Please, please ignore it!” Maria said in desperation.
Sam jumped out of the tub, grabbed the phone, and answered it 

while jumping back in. “Pritchard.”
“Hi Sam! This is Elliott.”
“Elliott Zant?”
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“How many other Elliotts do you know?”
“What has you calling me at eight o’clock at night?”
“It’s probably nothing, but I took a strange police report this evening 

at Providence St. Joseph’s Medical Center.”
“Okay. What has a Burbank Police Detective of your caliber upset 

enough to call me?”
“We received a call of threats to a Ms. Claire Butler. She’s the senior 

admission administrator at the hospital.”
 “Okay, and how does that impact me? It’s your case.”
“I think that she was withholding information. I think she has some 

idea of who it is that wants to hurt her.”
“Again, what does that have to do with me?”
“You have been investigating a couple of doctors from that 

hospital, right?”
“We have interviewed two. Why?”
“Well, we have been assisting in the tower collapse investigation, 

and a little birdie told me that the feds as well as your office have been 
investigating two doctors who both have privileges at the hospital and 
who lived in the building.”

Sam looked at Maria with a straight face and then shrugged and 
said, “Your little birdie sure as hell knows a lot.”

There was a laugh, and Elliott said, “Yeah, well, it’s police work. I 
may be way off here, but I think that those two doctors or at least one of 
them could be the culprit.”

“I’m sorry, Elliott, but I don’t see any way to implicate either doctor 
in your case. If you come up with something concrete, then let me know, 
but a bazaar hunch on rumor won’t get me involved.”

“Okay. My conscience is clear. I told you about it.”
Sam hung up the phone then looked at Maria and asked, “Do I look 

clairvoyant?”
Maria laughed and said, “No. Why?”
“Jim and I spent some time with a doctor this afternoon that we all 

feel might be a bad guy.”
“Okay, I’ll bite.”
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“The call I just got was from an old friend, and he has a threat against 
someone in the hospital system that covers doctors’ admission records.”

Maria looked confused. “I don’t get it. What does that have to do 
with your case?”

“We can account for the whereabouts of one of the doctors; the other 
gave us vague information that needs to be corroborated.”

“Well? Have you corroborated it?” Sam shook her head. “How damn 
hard is it to verify, Sam? You can just pick up the phone or send a deputy 
into the hospital with a request or a subpoena and get the information…
like now, right?” Sam nodded. Maria sipped her wine and then asked, 
“Do you think that the threats being made to this person might have 
something to do with gaining access to the hospital records in the hopes 
of changing them to cover someone’s tracks?”

Sam hit speed dial on her cellphone and asked, “John, how fast can 
you subpoena the admitting records for the day and night of the attack?”

“I can have an order in less than an hour. Why?”
“Do it, and I will explain the rest to you in the morning. Can you get 

an agent in the hospital tonight?”
“Yeah, sure, but why?”
“Just trust me. We need those records ASAP. I received a call about a 

threat against the hospital’s admitting manager, and the detective friend 
who called was out at the hospital and took the report. He has a bad 
feeling, and he knows that we’re looking at two doctors.”

“I will get the records and share the files with you before midnight.”
Sam hung up the phone and said, “It’s eight thirty. Let’s enjoy our 

wine and time together because by midnight I think all hell is going to 
break loose.”

Justin Gibson was sitting outside the hospital in his car in a darkened 
part of the lot. He could see the hospital’s main entrance and employee 
parking. It was ten after nine, and he was watching for Claire to leave. 
He had been there for about ten minutes when he saw the double doors 
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open, and Claire appeared flanked by two hospital security staff. “Shit,” 
he said to himself as he watched the three people leaving the main 
entrance. He followed them with his eyes until they reached her car. 
Claire opened her car door but suddenly stopped, opened her purse, 
and took out her phone. She stood for several seconds, and then the 
three walked quickly back into the hospital. Justin watched as two other 
people followed her through the double doors, and he jumped out of his 
car and ran for the entrance.

It was nine thirty when Cindy got up her nerve and walked over to 
Jim’s table. He was staring out an open window. The sound of the surf 
crashing on the rocks below the restaurant was mesmerizing, and Cindy 
stopped in her heavily buzzed state to listen. Jim had his back to her but 
lifted his head a bit and then looked on and said, “I wondered if you 
were going to come by the table or leave.”

“How did you know I was here?”
“I could smell your perfume.”
“From across the bar?”
“Naw. Just now when you walked over. I saw you trying to sneak in 

a couple of hours ago.”
Cindy sat down, and Javier brought her a drink and smiled as  

he sat it down. Jim kept his stare on the blackness. They both sat 
quietly for several minutes, then Cindy asked, “Would you rather  
be alone?”

“I am alone, Cindy. Not by choice, but by fate.”
“Those are some deep thoughts.”
“Yeah, well, I’m deep in therapy with Karen.”
Cindy laughed, “Jim, you have spoken to her twice. That doesn’t 

qualify as ‘deep.’”
“It does to me. So, what brings you so far away from home at this 

hour?”
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Cindy took a sip of her drink and said, “To be honest, I’m not sure. 
I used to go to Santiago’s all the time when Javier had the place in East 
LA, and since he moved here I have been in a few times and like the 
atmosphere.”

Jim laughed, still looking away, and said, “As I recall, you weren’t 
much of a drinker.”

“Yes…well…a lot has changed since Kevin’s murder and having a 
drink relaxes me.”

Jim nodded, taking a sip of his beer, and said, “Death does that to us. 
It changes everything. We stop doing things we have always done and 
start doing others that we never thought we could do.”

“Really? What has death changed for you?”
“Everything. Every goddamn thing in my life. I thought Barb’s 

betrayal was bad as I learned about her affairs, then we divorced and got 
back together. I knew that Barbara wasn’t going to stop her behavior.”

“So, why did you go back and stay?”
“That’s a hell of a question, and one I pondered for the last few 

years we were together. I suppose I’m not good alone. I need someone 
to challenge me and keep me sharp.”

Cindy laughed and said, “You’re a tits and ass man, Jim. You just 
need someone to fuck.”

He laughed. “I would have semi-agreed with you a few years ago. 
I could be happy with a hooker and some small talk. But while I am all 
you said, I grew a lot in my relationship with Barb. She kept me even, 
and she handled crisis and heartache in a way that allowed me to be me. 
She allowed me to be weak and vice versa. I bet that doesn’t make sense 
to a lifelong bachelorette like you.”

“It makes more sense than you might think. I stayed out of 
relationships after Kevin was born. I was afraid, and I built a world 
around him, and when he grew up I continued to add to that world with 
other things, denying myself the pleasures of both the flesh and the 
mind. I dated through the years off and on but only one night stands 
here and there when I was really horny. As Kevin got older, he started 
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to ask about you and why I had not moved on and met someone. I made 
excuses. I told myself I was happy and didn’t need a man to be strong 
or independent.”

Jim laughed and turned around, pulling a cigarette from his top left 
pocket and lighting it. “Oh hell, Cindy. You know those are all copouts. 
I’m a cop first, and Barbara knew that and respected it. We were both in 
law enforcement, so we understood both the demands and risks of our 
vocations. When I was alone, and I was alone for a lot of years when 
Barb threw me out for Jill, it was tough. I’m not one for the dating 
scene and even the women that I would meet in bars and clubs ran when 
they learned I was a cop. I really had given up on a regular life and had 
settled in to a life of paid sex and frozen dinners.”

“What changed it?”
“Jill’s murder. Barbara’s reaction and her desire to be together 

again.”
Cindy nodded as she watched the smoke billow from Jim’s lungs. 

“At least she didn’t do to you what Molly Hoffman did to Steve.”
Jim nodded. “That was pretty shitty of her. I was pissed off, but 

Steve seemed to understand. And while he never really talked about the 
end of Molly’s life and all the drivers that sent her to Howard Cohen, he 
was at peace with it.”

“And the irony is Molly never got to know about Steve’s illness.”
Jim laughed again and said, “Steve knew something was wrong 

years before Molly died. He was afraid to go to the doctor. He was afraid 
of dying, so he ignored his symptoms until he couldn’t. Molly knew 
something was off, but her own illness kept her from pressing him. Her 
death rocked his world, but he picked up the pieces and married Gail 
and went on with his life.”

“How is Gail?”
“Doing well. She called after Barb died. We talked a lot while 

Barbara was sick. She’s one resilient woman. She’s remarried and living 
in New York City again.”

Cindy sipped her drink and asked, “How do you do it?”
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“Do what?”
“Live with the death and destruction all around you at work and 

home. How the fuck do you deal?”
“I can’t answer that, Cindy. I don’t know. I just do. I think that some 

of us were just born to do what we do. We can deal with the reality of 
life and death, both natural and brutal. For me, I know that my day will 
come, and I might as well live my life my way and enjoy it. There is no 
sense in sitting in the wings fretting the inevitable.”

Cindy was leaning back in her chair, and a tear rolled down her 
cheek as she said, “That’s what I have been doing for nearly forty years, 
Jim. So afraid of getting hurt or controlled or abandoned that I took 
what I thought was the safe road.”

“That road doesn’t look so great anymore, does it?”
She shook her head. “No, it doesn’t. I’ve lived my whole life in my 

own prison.”
“You’re the warden, Cindy. All you have to do is unlock the gate.”
“Cliché, Jim, even for you.”
“It might be, but it’s the truth. You have the power to change your 

life. All you have to do is let yourself out of solitary.” Cindy stood 
up and wobbled a bit and sat back down. “How many drinks have 
you had?”

“Um…” She raised her fingers to count but lost track.
Jim let out a belly laugh and said, “Leave your car here. I will call 

you a cab.” He called out to Javier to call Cindy a cab, and she said no. 
“What do you mean no? You are in no condition to drive unless you 
want a DUI or to kill yourself or someone else.”

“I want you to take me home.”
“Shit, Cindy. I’m drunk. I left my car at home and took a cab here. 

I’m in no condition to drive, and I sure as shit ain’t paying for a taxi to 
ride you home in and then ride back here in.”

“Can I sleep in your guest room?”
“The last time you stayed in my guest room we ended up in bed 

together.” Javier jerked his head around, and Jim looked at him 
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and said, “I didn’t fuck her, for God’s sake. You sick fuck. She was 
comforting me.”

Javier let out a laugh and said, “You look at that body and not have 
sex?”

Cindy looked over at Javier and said, “While I’m flattered, I’m also 
insulted. I just wanted to comfort Jim in his time of grief.”

Javier nodded and said, “I got lot of comfort after my wife die, and 
I still get comfort from her sister. I also get sex!” Jim was doubled over 
laughing as was Cindy. Javier called them a cab, and Jim agreed to 
allow her to stay over.

As the two walked out the door, the bartender looked at Javier and 
asked, “So, what do you think will happen with those two?”

Javier hobbled over to a dirty table and started to bus it while talking. 
“Those two? Oh hell. They know each other all their lives. It take time, 
but they end up a couple, and they will be together until one of them 
die.” The bartender nodded and smiled and went back to his work. Javier 
put the dirty glasses and dishes in a tub and called for help then hobbled 
back to his seat, his drink and paper, and said no more.
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Chapter Eighteen
“Trust you? You’re murdering people!”

J
ohn was half asleep at his desk when his cellphone buzzed with a 
message from his men at the hospital. It was a text with an attachment, 
and he forwarded it to his email and opened the attachment on his 

tablet. There, in front of him, were the admissions for the night of the 
bombings, and while he saw several admissions by Doctor Stone, there 
were no admissions that day or night by Doctor Justin Gibson. It was ten 
after twelve, and he called Sam’s cellphone.

“What did you find out?” she asked in a groggy voice.
“Doctor Gibson is a liar.”
“Now what?”
“I will deal with him.”
“You or your alter ego?”
“I’ll let you know. Go back to sleep.”
Sam hung up the line, and Maria asked, “Alter ego? Who the hell 

were you talking to?”
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“It’s not important. The good news is I get to sleep with you all 
night. I just need to make one quick call.” She sat up on the edge of the 
bed and spoke quietly as Maria dozed.

When she hung up the phone and laid back down, Maria woke and 
smiled and laid her head on Sam’s bare chest and said, “This is, at least, 
some consolation.” Maria was back to sleep in a matter of minutes, but 
as she slept, Sam stared straight up at the ceiling. Only the light from a 
small candle that Maria had burning on her nightstand lit the room, and 
its fire danced in Sam’s open eyes.

Justin had left the hospital and headed for home. He dialed Terry’s 
cellphone number and got voicemail. He left a panicked message as 
he drove.

It was ten after one, and Claire was escorted to her car. She drove 
off in the direction of her home but didn’t notice she had a tail. Her eyes 
were heavy, and she drove to her house in the Burbank foothills. She 
parked in the garage, set the house alarm, and went straight to bed.

A black Suburban pulled up three houses from Claire’s home with 
its lights off. It parked, though the occupant did not exit.

Terry was parked between intersections with a clear view of Claire’s 
home. He had seen her return and waited ten minutes before exiting his 
GMC pickup. He was dressed all in black and had a black ski mask on. 
He walked up to the front door of the house and saw the alarm company 
sticker on the window as well as a sign in the front yard. Undeterred, 
he pulled out a lock pick set and began working on the deadbolt when 
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suddenly a high-powered spotlight lit up the entryway like it was 
daylight.

Terry jerked his head in the direction of the light and heard a male 
voice call out over a police PA, “This is the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s 
Department. Freeze and show me your hands!” Terry moved slowly 
away from the front door with his hands in plain sight. “Lay down on 
the ground spread eagle. If you make any sudden moves, you will be 
shot.” He looked around and pulled a weapon from his waistband and 
fired at the SUV as he ran for his truck. The two deputies in the SUV 
returned fire as Terry ran behind his truck and then got in and took off. 
The deputies gave chase and issued an APB for “shots fired” at officers. 
The truck had no plates, and the police were on Terry’s tail. As he sped 
down East Elmwood, he zigzagged until he reached Interstate 5 and got 
on the freeway headed north. Traffic was light as he raced down the 
interstate. He could see the SUV’s lights in his rearview mirror, but he 
had the jump on them and didn’t see a helicopter.

He exited the freeway and weaved his way onto North First Street 
then pulled into an industrial complex and disappeared. It was two-ten 
a.m., and the sheriff’s department and Burbank PD were unable to get 
a chopper in the air fast enough, and officers lost sight of him. They 
cordoned off several square blocks, but Terry had managed to slip 
through their net.

Lance and Philly were asleep when John called and said, “We have 
a runner in Burbank.”

Philly was half asleep and asked, “Come again?”
“Sam got a call from Burbank PD about threats made against a local 

hospital administrator. She put a detail on the gal, and low and behold 
someone tried to break into her house about an hour ago. The deputies 
came under fire, and the perp got away.”

“Okay…and just what are Lance and I supposed to do about that?”
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“The perp was driving a charcoal grey GMC pickup truck with no 
plates.”

Philly slapped Lance on his nude behind and said, “Wake up!”
He jerked and sat up and asked, “What the fuck, man? I’m still sore. 

What do you want?”
“John’s on the phone. Terry Gallo just tried to break into a house and 

fired at sheriff’s deputies.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
Philly just shook his head and said, “That is the make and color of 

the truck that Terry drives, but his is a 3500 series Denali. Pretty much 
the largest work truck GMC makes. It’s also a dually.”

“That’s what they were chasing.”
“Well, it looks like we have our man or would have. What was he 

doing at a hospital administrator’s home?”
“I imagine it has something to do with Doctor Justin Gibson.”
“You lost me.”
“It’s a long story. Right now, I need to get to Gibson.”
“Okay…then why did you call us?”
“I need you two to high tail it down to the Dolby Theater first thing 

and get me a list of all of the contractors working on the Academy 
Awards show.”

John hung up, and Lance looked at Philly and said, “Did you have 
to hit me right in the middle of my ass? Jesus Christ! I don’t take it up 
there as much as you do, man.”

Philly laughed. “Oh…but I’m supposed to take it and love it and not 
complain when I’m sore afterwards? Is that how it works?”

“Point made, literally and figuratively, so what does John need 
from us?” Philly explained, and Lance said, “This case is turning into a 
scavenger hunt.”

“You can say that again, though I think that the Eagle is about to get 
his talons into someone who is going to lead us to the others.”
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It was ten after four when the Eagle pulled into an alley behind the 
apartment complex where Justin Gibson was temporarily residing. The 
city granted use of the complex to house some of the victims of the 
Versailles collapse. The multiplex belonged to one of the city’s wealthiest 
land owners and had yet to be lived in when the attack occurred, so 
the accommodations were plush, regel even, compared to the cramped 
living that some of the survivors were previously accustomed to.

Justin lived in a first floor two-bedroom unit, and the Eagle had 
no trouble getting the information he needed on him. The Eagle pulled 
his mask on and then exited the truck with only a small satchel. The 
complex had no security operating yet, so he was free to move about.

The lights were on in the living room, and the Eagle could see Justin 
walking the room with a phone in his hand. The Eagle moved onto the 
patio and pulled a parabolic receiver out of his bag and put an ear bud in 
and aimed the device at the glass. Justin was in a full-on conversation, 
and the Eagle listened in.

“I don’t understand why this had to happen. I told Terry to leave 
Claire alone. That I could deal with her.”

“Doctor Gibson, your usefulness to our cause is exhausted.”
“My usefulness is exhausted? What the hell does that mean?”
“It means that you are now a detriment, so we are terminating your 

services.”
“Look, I told Terry, and I will tell you, if you threaten me with death 

as Terry did, I will talk. The feds and the sheriff are all over me. All I 
have to do is make one phone call, and the feds will be up your ass.”

“Terry told me that you made such a threat, and I hope you can see 
why we need to terminate you.”

“You mean exterminate me?”
There was a light laugh on the other end of the line, and the female 

voice said, “I was hoping that extermination would not become 
necessary. I was hoping…that you would agree to take a nice long all-
expenses paid trip to a faraway location while we finish our business.”

“And my money?”
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“You will be paid, doctor. You will be paid. Right now, I need to 
protect the rest of us, and you seem a bit…unhinged.”

“Unhinged? Jesus! You murdered nearly a thousand of my friends 
and neighbors, and you are trying to frame one of my best friends. Your 
munitions expert has gone totally postal, and I’m unhinged?”

“Will you take the trip or not?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“Of course. I can’t force you to leave.”
“But if I stay, I die?”
“Yes!”
“And how do I know that if I take the ‘trip’ that you’re not going to 

kill me as soon as I leave?”
“You don’t. You’re just going to have to trust me.”
“Trust you? You’re murdering people to extract a ransom from a 

state, city, and government that has already stated it won’t pay. You 
have killed nearly a thousand people and have plans for more, and you 
want me to trust that you won’t kill me the second I am in your hands? 
I might have been blinded by greed initially, but I have seen the error of 
my ways. The only reason I haven’t gone to the authorities is that I will 
go to jail and most likely face the death penalty along with you and your 
cohorts. Trusting you is not on the table. I want my money. I know you 
have it. Just send me the money in Bitcoin, and I will vanish, and you 
people can do whatever the hell you want.”

As the conversation went on, the Eagle had a good look at the room 
that Justin was standing in. It was a large living room with a doorway 
that led to a formal dining room. The kitchen was in view as well, 
and as the Eagle peered into the rest of the apartment, he saw a large 
propane tank that had been set in the unit and painted to look like a 
pillar. He followed the large unit up the wall of the dining room where 
is was topped off with a well decorated crown molding. Only someone 
educated in warfare would know that this was an IED and what type of 
devastation it could cause.
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Justin was still pacing and arguing on the phone as the Eagle moved 
past him and onto the other side of the unit, looking in the windows 
and then to the interior to exterior wall. There were several hardwired 
sprinkler valves at the corner of the building, and the Eagle turned on 
his night vision to look more closely and noticed that the far one was 
wired into the apartment. He crawled back to the French doors, picked 
the lock, and opened the door. Justin was so involved in his conversation 
that he never heard the Eagle move or the door open. The Eagle shot 
Justin in the back with a tranquilizer gun. The man winced and fell to 
his knees as the Eagle grabbed him with one hand and threw him out of 
the apartment with the phone still in his hands.

Just as he leaped out the French doors, the device detonated. The 
explosion rocked the whole complex and sent glass and building 
materials flying in all directions. It blew out windows and set off car 
alarms for three square blocks. The unit was fully engulfed in flames, 
and the sound of crying and screaming began to fill the early morning 
air. Distant sirens raced toward the explosion, and all that remained was 
shredded fabric.
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Chapter Nineteen
“Yes…Doctor Gibson thinks  

it has pierced my liver.”

T
he sun had just crested the horizon as Chris pulled into the parking 
lot at UCLA. He heard about the apartment explosion in Hollywood 
and that there was a large fire and possible loss of life, but those 

were not among his concerns.
Karen was awake and standing in the bathroom of her hospital room, 

and Sara was finishing up some typing on her tablet when Chris walked 
in. He ran to Karen and grabbed her in his arms, and she disappeared in 
his huge embrace. Her tiny arms tried to reach around her monster of a 
man, but they flailed a bit.

“Chris, for God’s sake, let her go. She can’t breathe.”
He pulled her away, and Karen was smiling and crying, and Chris 

asked, “Oh baby, are you okay?”
“Yes, honey. I nearly died yesterday, and you about killed me just 

now. Just take a breath, Lenny. I will let you have some ketchup with 
your beans.”
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The line sent Sara into hysterics, and Karen, too, started laughing 
hard. Chris had a blank look on his face and said, “What’s so funny, and 
who the hell is Lenny?”

Sara said, “I just did the final paperwork. Karen can go home. She’s 
stable and needs to stay off her feet for a few days but can return to work 
when she feels fit.” Sara started to look back at her tablet but stopped 
and said, “Oh, and Lenny is a character from a John Steinbeck novel 
titled Of Mice and Men. Have you read it?”

Chris shook his head, and Karen said, “Well, I don’t want to spoil it 
for you. It’s good. You should read it.”

He nodded and asked Sara, “Have you heard from John?”
“Not for a few hours.”
“I called his cellphone and got voicemail. His phone never goes to 

voicemail.”
Sara called John’s cell and got the same and looked at Chris and 

said, “I don’t like it. Is there anything going on out there?”
“Yeah. There was a building explosion in Hollywood and possibly 

some fatalities. You don’t know where he is?”
Sara shook her head, and Karen said, “I’m sure he’s okay. Why 

don’t you take me home and then get to the office? Knowing John, he’s 
asleep at his desk.”

Chris looked at his watch and said, “No…it’s six fifteen. If he isn’t 
working, he would be working out right now.”

Sara nodded and cut the wristband off Karen’s arm and said, “Take 
her home and then head to the office. I’ll head home, too, and see if 
he’s there.”

Justin awoke in a cold, white room strapped to a gurney. Out 
of the corner of his eye, he saw the Eagle walking slowly with his 
hands on his right side. There was a trail of blood on the floor. “Who  
are you?”
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The Eagle was a little out of breath and said, “Someone who wants 
to talk to you.”

Justin watched as the Eagle sat down on a stool, and he could see 
the source of the blood. There was a large piece of wood sticking out of 
the Eagle’s right side, and he was holding onto it. Justin looked hard and 
said, “If you’re thinking of pulling that out, you should think again.”

“Why is that?”
“I assume you understand human anatomy as I have a pretty good 

idea who you are. That piece of wood has pierced your abdomen. Based 
on the deep red arterial blood, it has struck your liver or the lower lobe. 
If you remove the wood, you will bleed to death in a matter of minutes.” 
The Eagle sat back, and Justin asked, “Are you feeling light headed?” 
The Eagle nodded. “Do you know why?”

“Yes.”
“You need immediate medical attention, or you’re going to die.”
The Eagle peered forward through the dead eyes of his mask and 

said, “You and I need to have a conversation.”
“That should be the last thing on your mind. You’re bleeding out. I 

can save you.”
The Eagle pulled his cellphone from his vest and called Sara. She 

asked where he was, and he said, “I’m in the lair, and I’m badly hurt. I 
have Doctor Gibson here with me.”

“Hold on, honey. I’m five minutes out.”
“How is Karen?”
“She’s fine. I just released her from the hospital, and Chris is taking 

her home. What happened?”
“Doctor Gibson was the target of the people he has been either 

helping or working for. They blew up his building while I was trying 
to grab him, and while shielding him with my body a piece of shrapnel 
pierced my right side.”

“Through your armor?”
“Yes. Doctor Gibson thinks it pierced my liver.”
Sara said, “I’m home. I’m coming, honey. Hold on.”
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The Eagle leaned back in his chair then slumped over and fell to 
the floor. Justin fought against his restraints, screaming, “Stay with 
me! Listen to the sound of my voice! Who were you talking to? Help! 
Anyone?”

Jim woke up at six to find only himself in his bed. He was completely 
nude and covered in blankets. He sat up and then laid back down and 
said, “Holy shit! Did anyone get the number of the bus that hit me?” He 
was finally able to stand up and staggered into the bathroom where he 
promptly threw up. He washed his face with cold water and then made 
his way down the hall to the guest room where Cindy was snoring loudly. 
He didn’t say a word. He just headed to the kitchen where he started a pot 
of coffee and sat down on the sun deck, lit a cigarette, and waited.

Cindy jerked awake and looked around the unfamiliar room. She 
was disoriented and dizzy and, like Jim, headed to the bathroom and 
promptly threw up. She looked at her reflection in the mirror and said, 
“What the hell was I thinking? I don’t drink like that.” Her underwear 
was covered in vomit, so she stripped it off, showered and dried, and 
threw the towel into the corner. She walked gingerly out into the living 
room and then smelled cigarette smoke and followed it until she saw 
Jim sitting on a lounge chair, nude. The coffee was finished brewing, 
and the timer went off, so she filled two cups and took them out onto the 
deck. Jim said thanks as she handed him a cup, and she put hers down 
and went back in and brought the pot to the table.

“What the hell did I do last night?” she asked.
“Drank a lot.”
“And you?”
“Drank a whole lot more than you.”
“Are you hungover?”
“I sure the fuck hope so because if this is my new way of feeling I’m 

going to put a bullet in my head.”
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Cindy laughed and said, “I’m hungover, too. How did I get here?”
“Well, the best I can remember, we were arguing about where you 

were going to go, and Javier put us in a cab, and we ended up here.”
“I see.” She laid down on a lounge chair next to Jim and asked, “I 

didn’t do or say anything foolish, did I?”
Jim took another cigarette from the pack he had on the table, lit it, 

and said, “I wouldn’t say stupid, but you let your feelings be known on 
several subjects.”

Cindy frowned and said, “I’m sorry if I was mean. I don’t remember 
much.”

“You weren’t mean; you were honest, and I appreciated that.”
“Do you want to fill me in on just what I was honest about?”
“Your life, Kevin, me, Barbara, and all the things that make you 

tick.”
She sipped her coffee then filled her cup again as well as Jim’s and 

said, “Well, please ignore me. I meant no harm.”
“No harm was done. You didn’t say anything that I hadn’t thought 

about. I have walled myself off emotionally since Barbara died, and in 
my own pathetic way sainted her when she was far from one. I loved 
Barb, and she loved me, but fidelity was not her strong suit. I always 
knew that about her. It was no surprise. Hell, every time she thought she 
was making a revelation about her indiscretions she would be stunned 
to know that I already knew about them.”

“Then why would you stay married to someone like that?”
“Easy. I loved her.”
“What about you? As I recall, you had your own demons.”
“Indeed, I did and still do. I never stepped out on Barbara, but I had 

my trysts while single, mostly with hookers, but we went over most of 
this. What about you, Cindy? You limited your world to a little secret 
dating and no life while making Kevin the center of your universe. What 
do you want in the second act of your life?”

Cindy sat staring out at the sea, watching the gulls diving into the 
water and coming up with fish. She took a deep breath and said, “You 
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two picked a beautiful place to build a home.” Jim didn’t respond. 
“What do I want? I don’t know, Jim. I’m scared. I thought I knew who I 
was until Kevin’s murder…and you coming back into my life. Barbara 
being both adamant that we steer clear of each other while she was alive 
but in the same breath wanting us to be together after her death.”

Jim laughed and asked, “What makes you think that I want a 
relationship with you? Barbara was talking out of her ass half the time, 
and when she was doing it she was usually drunk. You said it last night. 
We are two very different people; we aren’t kids anymore. We have 
lived nearly a half century separated from each other. In many ways, 
we’re strangers. I don’t have the first goddamned clue as to who you 
are, what you like and don’t, where you stand on social issues or the 
world. Barbara and I were very distinct people and in many ways our 
lives were polar opposites, but it worked for us. Shit. I’m retired, or at 
least I was. I’m going back into law enforcement as Sam’s undersheriff. 
It’s just not official yet.”

Cindy took a big drink of her coffee and refreshed both cups and 
said, “Well, there you have it. You’re moving on in a new life post-
Barbara, and you are going to do what you have done your whole life…
throw yourself into your work. Did it ever occur to you that Barbara was 
lonely? That you weren’t around, so she sought comfort in others?”

Jim laughed and said, “Yeah. We talked about that, and there is 
some truth to it, but Barb was also a raging sex addict who loved to 
sleep with strangers and live dangerously. She loved men and women, 
sex dungeons and BDSM. She was a top and a bottom and loved the 
excitement of a new partner.”

“But not you?”
“Look, I had the natural male fantasies: threesomes and orgies and 

shit like that, but when the smoke cleared I wanted one woman in my 
life. With Barbara, I got to live out some of those fantasies over the 
years. And you know what?”

“What?”
“They are more overrated than you might think.”
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“Seriously?”
Jim laughed and sipped his coffee and said, “No. They were really, 

really fun, but when it was over I still wanted one partner and that 
was that.”

His cellphone was on the table, and Cindy asked, “Is that thing glued 
to you?”

“What? My cell?” Cindy nodded. “No. It’s just force of habit. I 
never know when I will be needed, and it beats the old days before 
cellphones when I had to carry a pager or keep a police scanner on in 
the house. That was a pain in the ass.” Cindy nodded as Jim’s phone 
started ringing. He laughed and said, “Speak of the devil. WHAT?” He 
bellowed into the phone. His eyes got wide, and his tone softened, and 
he said, “I’m on my way.” He hung up the phone and jumped up like a 
man possessed.

“Is everything okay?”
“No. You’ve been here before. Stay as long as you like, just lock the 

door when you leave. I have to go.”
Cindy tried to speak, but Jim ran and dressed and dashed out the 

front door. She looked at a clock on the table. It was ten to seven. She 
stretched and yawned then stood up and said, “This is going to be really, 
really complicated.”

Lance had called in a few favors and had the list of contractors for 
the Dolby Theater. He immediately sent the document to John, Chris, 
Sam, and Jim via secure message then looked at Philly and said, “You 
and I need to get our asses in gear and find Terry. Five bucks says the 
fucker is going underground to make the bombs and then using someone 
to pick them up and plant them.”

Philly read over the document and said, “There is no way they can 
destroy the building in such a short amount of time.”
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Lance nodded and said, “They can’t destroy the building, but they 
can put enough explosives in the right spots to kill everyone in that 
theater come Oscar night.”

“Are you thinking staging?”
“I’m thinking everything. Staging, statues, props, seating, structural 

supports. These are easy targets, and with Terry’s knowledge he can 
create bombs that not even a bomb sniffing dog could pick up.”

“Do you really think he has that kind of talent? That he could put an 
explosive in plain sight and no one would detect it?”

Lance said, “I don’t just think. I know. I have had enough experiences 
with him over the years. He’s really goddamned creative. He told me a 
few years ago that he had been working on an explosive more powerful 
than C4 for the Corps and the black ops that was undetectable by any of 
our current technology.”

Philly stared out the window and said, “Where the hell do we start?”
“We start in Hollywood at Versailles and work forward.”
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Chapter Twenty
“The all mighty dollar.  

It’s fuckin’ amazing.”

J
im ran into operating room one at the Eagle’s lair to find John on the 
operating table, and Sara and Justin working on him. “What the fuck 
happened?”
“He saved me from an explosion,” Justin said as he worked with 

Sara to help John. Sara had removed the piece of wood and was working 
to stop the bleeding.

John was awake, and Jim walked over to him and asked, “Doesn’t 
it hurt having your side wide open and needles and tools inside you?”

John shook his head, and Sara said, “We’re using a local that John 
and I designed years ago; he is fully conscious but feels no pain.”

Justin asked, “Is this what you do in your spare time? Invent new 
sedatives and pain killers?”

Sara asked for a clamp and as Justin handed it to her she said, “I 
have a life outside of the hospital, Justin. Right now, we need to get John 
stitched up, then we will explain things to you.”
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Both John and Jim’s cellphones buzzed, and Jim pulled his out and 
looked at the message from Lance and then showed it to John. “Open 
it,” he said.

“Don’t you think you should have your guts back in before you start 
reading messages?”

Sara laughed and said, “John must be part cat because he has nine 
lives. Nothing major was hit by the wood. We just need to flush the 
wound and stitch him up, and he will be good to go.”

Jim looked at him and said, “You don’t want to look at this right now.”
John was leaning forward, which caused some blood to gush from 

his wound. Sara said, “Jim is right. Just lay there. We will have this 
finished in less than a half hour. You can wait thirty minutes.”

Justin had been looking around the operating room and asked, 
“Where the hell did you get all of this equipment and what on earth 
do you use it for? Is this a regular occurrence for your husband?” Sara 
didn’t say a word. She finished the surgery and bandaged John up. He 
shot up off the table and grabbed his own cellphone, read the message 
and document, then excused himself with Jim, leaving Justin and Sara 
alone. Sara walked over to a long table on the other side of the room, 
opened a cabinet, and took out two syringes.

Justin looked on and said, “Let me guess. Tetanus and an antibiotic?”
“You know the routine. My husband will need a booster. Can you 

grab that table of used tools and push them over to the sanitizer, please?”
Justin grabbed the table and leaned in to push it forward, and as he 

did Sara injected him in the hip with one of the syringes. He yelped and 
turned to Sara and asked, “What the hell did you just give me?”

“Just a sedative, Justin.” His eyes were getting heavy, and his legs 
went out from under him. As he fell, he sent several medical instruments 
clamoring to the floor.

John called out, “Sara, are you okay?”
“I’m fine, honey. I don’t know why you have Justin here, but I can 

only imagine it’s bad. I didn’t think he would react well to knowing he 
was in the lair of the Iron Eagle.”
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Justin’s eyes grew wide as he started to go out, and he said, “The 
Iron Eagle…but why?”

She looked him in the eye and said, “That, my young friend, is the 
billion dollar question.”

Jim and John were reading over the list for the Dolby Theater when 
Sara came into the conference room and asked, “Why do you have 
Justin?”

“He’s a party to this killing spree.”
“And just how the hell do you know that?”
John looked down at her as she glared at him disapprovingly. “He all 

but told me. I was moving to grab him when I heard him on the phone 
with his employer in this ransom plot. They are finished with him, and 
they had planted a bomb to kill him. Had I been a few seconds later, he 
would be dead…or we would both be. Right now, his employers think 
they got him, and we need to get that out in the media right away. I also 
need to talk to him about what he knows and what’s going on.”

Jim was reading over the list and said, “Spaulding is on this job, 
John, so we now know who our bombers are.”

“We suspect they’re the bombers; however, I can’t send in the storm 
troopers and start rounding up the employees yet. I need to work from 
the inside here to learn who the key players are and end this once and 
for all.”

Sara was silent, and Jim said, “The last terrorist attack you tried to 
thwart didn’t go too well, remember?”

“I do, but I learned a lot from both Rome Is Burning and Operation 
Red Alert. While Doctor Gibson may not have all the answers, I believe 
he will be able to give me enough information to start isolating targets, 
then we can start taking them out before they can do any more damage.”

Sara sat down in one of the leather chairs and asked, “Why would 
Justin be involved in something like this?”

John looked at her and said, “Based on the one-sided conversation I 
heard, it was a simple case of greed.”

“He helped a group of terrorists for money?”
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John nodded, and Jim laughed and said, “The great equalizer. The 
all mighty dollar. It’s fuckin’ amazing what people will do or who they 
will betray and kill to make a buck.”

Sara sat shaking her head. “I can’t believe it; it just makes no sense.”
John excused himself, and Jim sat down across from her and asked, 

“How is Karen doing?”
“I released her an hour ago. Chris should have her home by now.”
“How are they doing?”
“That’s a question I have no answer for. They’ve endured a hell of a 

lot in the past forty-eight hours. To be honest, I didn’t think Karen was 
going to make it.”

Jim sat back and said, “A part of her and Chris didn’t. Shit, Sara, 
look at Barbara. You had her dead when she walked through the hospital 
doors and look how long she lived. It’s all in the attitude. Karen wasn’t 
going to leave Chris unless whatever power out there was absolutely 
insistent. That little girl is a fighter. She might be small, but she isn’t 
one for giving up.”

Sara nodded and said, “The last three days have been unreal.”
Jim pulled a cigarette out of his top left pocket and gestured for 

permission to smoke, to which Sara nodded. He lit it and said, “Hold 
onto that sentiment. I think you’ll be looking at unreal in a whole new 
light soon.”

“It really can’t get any more surreal.”
Jim laughed, blowing smoke into the air. “Wait for it, honey. Wait 

for it. I gotta go. Sam is on the scene of the explosion that injured 
John.”

When John returned, he said he had to go and asked if Karen would 
be okay without Chris. Sara said, “I’ll check in on her. Cindy is covering 
her patients, and I have an entire hospital staff that can run things. I will 
take care of Karen. I know you need Chris.”

John spoke to Jim, who was stubbing out his cigarette in his hand. 
“You get Lance and Philly out to the scene and see just what the hell 
these people detonated. Do you know if there were other injuries?”
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“Jade and Jessica are on scene, and Sam should be there now. Two 
other families died in the explosion and fire. I think five or ten people.”

“Women and children?”
“Yes!”

Terry was sitting in the windowless command center he had designed 
for bomb making. He looked at the split screens of five large monitors 
that overlooked ten large warehouse rooms. His cellphone rang, and 
Bobbie’s voice was on the other end of the line.

“They didn’t get you?” she asked.
“No, but I fucked up. I should have left the Butler woman alone. 

There has to be another way to deal with Justin’s situation.”
“We used your IED.”
“So, Justin is dead?”
“I was on the phone with him when Becky detonated the bomb.”
“Were there any other fatalities?”
“I don’t have a lot of information yet. We have to wait to get it from 

the media, but your bomb blew the living shit out of the building and 
caused a huge gas fire, so I would venture that there are others who are 
dead.”

Terry laughed and said, “Well, you know what they say about omelets.”
“With Justin out of the picture, our secret should remain well  

hidden. You, on the other hand, are off the streets, Terry. Do you 
understand me?”

“I do. I have bombs to make. When are the first statues for the 
ceremony going to be delivered for fitting?”

“I’m working with Martin and his contractors now. I will have several 
men cleared as delivery personnel. They will pick up the decorations as 
they are prepared, then they’ll bring them to you to modify them, and 
then they’ll deliver and set them up. Are you sure that you can make 
these bombs undetectable?”
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“Of course, I can. Do the delivery people know what we’re doing?”
“No. They think the statues are being finished at a second location. 

As soon as all of the parts are in place, you can kill them. There are only 
three men handling the stuff.”

“Got it. I will make up a gas bomb to kill them after their final 
delivery.”

Bobbie said, “You are never going to guess who flew in yesterday.”
“You don’t need to give me any clues. Alice…and she’s pissed off 

that I killed Jerry.”
“You hit the nail on the head.”
“Who’s going to kill her?”
“Becky is going to do it at dinner tonight. She is going to slip her 

that poison you created; it will look like natural causes.”
Terry said, “Well, Becky isn’t exactly a hitman, so make sure she 

doesn’t fuck it up.”
“She will do fine; it’s not her first kill.”
“What about Stan and Greg? Who’s going to take them out?”
Bobbie laughed and said, “Ironically, you. They have invites to the 

Oscars and will be sitting right next to one of the supports that you’re 
going to blow. Once the destruction is over, we will no doubt get paid, 
and then we can get the hell out of here.”

“To think this was all a pipe dream when Bolton was alive, and  
here we are making it happen. What about Martin? Are you going to let 
him live?”

“I haven’t decided yet. I care for him, but I want the money more, 
and trying to explain my leaving might be an issue.”

“Well, you know best. I will get to work. Call me when the first 
delivery is on its way. There’s no time to waste. We need to get to work 
on this now.” Terry hung up and smiled as he looked at the monitors. “I 
have a lot of shit to mix together to make this go off with a bang!”
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Sam was on scene in Hollywood at the condo complex. Jade and 
Jessica were working with the Los Angeles Fire Department’s arson 
team as well as the LAPD. Jade spotted Sam from a distance and called 
out to her. She walked up, and Jade asked where Jim was, and she said 
he would be along.

“So, what do we have?”
Jade pointed to multiple yellow tarps and said, “Dead men, women, 

and children. Arson investigators are working the scene, but it appears 
to be a gas explosion.”

Sam nodded and looked around at the chaotic crime scene. “You 
said Doctor Justin Gibson was killed.” Jade nodded, and Sam asked, 
“Where is his body?”

“It appears that the explosion originated in his condo, and there is a 
better than average chance all we will find of him is DNA.”

“Are you saying the body was disintegrated in the blast?”
“Exactly. The blast was in the kitchen and living room area, and 

several witnesses have stated that they saw him pacing around in his 
unit on the phone before the explosion.”

Sam looked around at the units that were intact and said, “There’s a 
lot of glass.” Jade nodded and walked back over to the rest of the people 
on scene. Sam saw Jessica out of the corner of her eye. She was looking 
under a tarp and talking to several police officers.

Jim pulled up, and all eyes turned to him as he walked toward the 
units. Sam heard several officers as well as firefighters grumbling, and a 
younger officer spoke softly and said, “Here comes the asshole. O’Brian 
is such a dick. He busted my balls years ago on one of the Basin River 
Killer crime scenes.”

Sam was close enough to the men and said as Jim approached, “If 
you got your balls busted by Sheriff O’Brian, you deserved it. Are you 
a better cop for his intrusion?”

“I’m a detective now; back then I was a street cop, so I have climbed 
the ladder.”

Sam shook her head as Jim approached and said, “You didn’t learn 
anything, so get ready to get an earful.”
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“If he remembers me!”
Sam laughed, and Jim walked up to her, looked the other men up 

and down, and said, “Officer Dickhead. I remember you from the 
Basin Killer scene a few years ago. I see you’ve moved out of the 
black and white. Are you still as stupid as you were then?” The officer 
didn’t respond, and Jim laughed and said, “Yep. Still a moron. You 
have your gun and badge and your detective title, so tell me what 
happened here.”

“From the best we can determine, there was a gas explosion in one 
of the units.”

“I see…and how many are dead?”
“Ten total.”
Jim looked around at the yellow tarps and the building where the 

blast originated and asked, “Who are the dead?”
“Um…the explosion originated in Doctor Justin Gibson’s unit.”
“Where is Doctor Gibson’s body?”
“It is believed to have disintegrated. Doctors Morgan and Holmes 

are working on that.”
Jim pulled a cigarette out of his top left pocket, lit it, and said with 

one eye half open and smoke rising from his breath, “So…Doctor 
Gibson is no more?”

“That’s the basic understanding.”
Jim was nodding his head and said, “You see all those news crews 

off in the distance?” The officer nodded. “I want you to go down there 
and give a news conference and state that Doctor Gibson is dead along 
with several unidentified people.”

“That’s not my job.”
“Oh, but it is. Sheriff Pritchard and I are passing this off to the 

LAPD, so get your ass down there and give the media a statement.” He 
walked on with Sam behind him.

The two detectives walked off in the direction of the media, and Sam 
asked, “What the fuck are you doing, Jim? Those two idiots couldn’t 
investigate their way out of a paper bag.”
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“I know. It’s a beautiful thing.” He leaned in toward Sam’s ear and 
said, “Gibson is alive and well and in the talons of the Eagle. We want 
the media to report Gibson’s death as his employers were the ones who 
blew the shit out of this place all to get him.”

Sam nodded and asked, “Are you going to tell anyone else?”
“Jade and Jessica…when the time is right. But right now? Nope!”
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Chapter Twenty-One
“How is that even fuckin’ possible?”

J
ustin was nude and seated on the gurney. His feet were on the floor, 
and his arms and legs were restrained. Sara was prepping several IV 
bags, and he asked, “What the hell is going on, Sara? Where am I and 

who are you people?”
She turned to face him and said, “You are in the lair of the Iron 

Eagle.”
“The Iron Eagle? The mass murderer?”
Sara laughed as she hung the bags. “Tell me what you know of the 

plot to destroy the Versailles Tower and the blood that has shown up 
belonging to Harris.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I told Swenson, O’Brian, 
and Pritchard everything I know.”

Sara tied off a tourniquet on his right arm and patted it several times 
before plunging a sixteen-gauge needle into an artery. Justin let out a 
cry as Sara pulled the catheter sheathing out, leaving the IV inserted. He 
was whining, and tears were running down his face as she hooked up the 
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IV and then turned the valve on the IV to “off” after bleeding the clear 
liquid down to the opening. She looked at Justin and said, “You can tell 
me everything that you know about this now, and I promise I will kill 
you quickly before the Eagle comes in…or I swear you’re going to learn 
the meaning of suffering, and it all starts with that fluid about to go into 
your arm.”

Justin pulled his head back against the gurney and repeated that he 
didn’t know anything. Sara was about to speak when the Eagle entered 
the room. He was dressed in white coveralls and was pushing two carts 
that were covered with blue surgical towels. He looked Justin in the eye 
and said, “If I were you…” The Eagle stopped speaking and turned the 
cameras and microphones on. Justin looked up to see his nude body on 
several different monitors as the Eagle continued, “Doctor Swenson has 
made you a very reasonable offer, doctor. Tell us everything that you 
know, and I promise you won’t have to learn what your penis tastes like.”

“What kind of monster are you?”
Justin was leaning as far forward as he could, and the Eagle said, 

“I’m a monster? I didn’t kill nearly a thousand people in one explosion. 
I didn’t give access or take the blood of a colleague to be used in ransom 
notes. I only saved you to get information, Mr. Gibson. Nothing more. 
I heard you on the phone just before the explosion. I heard every word 
you said. Now, who were you talking to and what are they planning 
next?”

“I was at the hospital the night of the building collapse.”
“No, you weren’t, and you almost got Ms. Butler murdered by Terry 

Gallo today.”
Justin’s eyes grew wide, and Sara looked into them and said, “I 

defended you and Harry to the Eagle. I swore that you had nothing to do 
with this plot. We know you weren’t at the hospital; we know you were 
trying to alter admitting records, and we know that you were promised 
a very large sum of money to set up Harry.”

The Eagle pulled the blue towel off one of the tables, revealing 
hammers, scalpels, bolt cutters, and dental instruments. He lifted a 
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dental tool as Sara turned on the IV. Justin began to scream as terror 
overtook him, and the drug coursed through his body. The Eagle pulled 
Justin’s head back and rammed a long steel tool through his right cheek 
and right into his molar. Justin was reduced to tears as the Eagle dug 
deeper, and Sara stood watching.

Chris had gotten Karen settled and asked if she needed anything. 
She shook her head and said, “You need to go to work. John needs 
you. I’m fine.” Chris walked into the bathroom and stripped. Karen was 
sitting up in bed and watched as Chris’s magnificent body moved, to 
her, in slow motion. The rippling of the muscles in his back and legs 
were getting her excited. He had finished brushing his teeth and started 
the shower, and as he stepped in he saw Karen walk slowly into the 
bathroom then sit on a stool that she used for doing her makeup.

He was lathering up and asked, “What are you doing?”
“Watching. I haven’t seen you nude in weeks. Jesus! You’re a  

damn hunk.”
“With all that has happened in the past two and a half days, I would 

think that sex would be the furthest thing from your mind.”
“That’s what I thought, too, and then I watched you undress. I want 

sex, but that isn’t possible right now. I just want to take you in, that’s 
all.” Chris took his time showering, and when he was finished Karen 
stood and took a towel from the rack and started to gently dry him. She 
licked the water off his pecks and then kissed them gently. Chris was 
uncomfortable, and she could see it and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I’m not ready for this yet, Karen. We still have so much to deal 
with. Are you in denial about what you’ve been through? We lost our 
daughter. You lost your ability to have children. You must be in some 
type of shock.”

Karen sat down on the bench and looked up at him towering over 
her. “I have a thousand emotions running through me right now, Chris. I 
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am devastated, yet happy to be alive. I am craving you while at the same 
time coming to grips with the loss of our daughter and the fact that I will 
never be able to have children.” She stopped and broke out in loud sobs. 
Chris kneeled in front of her and held her close but didn’t say a word as 
he felt her trembling in his arms.

The first delivery of statuary arrived at just after three p.m., and 
Terry guided the trucks into the loading bay and then watched as the 
large Oscar statues were towed into the building. The driver finished 
unloading and asked what he should do.

“There’s a sandwich shop around the corner. Have some food. The 
units will be ready in an hour.”

The young driver shrugged and said, “Whatever you say, mister. I’m 
getting paid by the hour.”

After the driver walked off, Terry closed the bay doors and began to 
equip the statues with the explosives he had made only hours earlier. His 
cellphone rang, and he answered it and put it on speaker as he worked.

“The news is reporting that Justin was killed in the blast,” Bobbie 
said.

Terry shook his head and said, “No shit. I build explosives to do that, 
Bobbie. That’s what I’m doing now.”

“I just thought you should know.”
Again, Terry shook his head then grabbed his phone and turned 

on the camera. Bobbie’s face was peering back at him, and he asked, 
“Do you want me to follow the news, or do you want me to affix these 
bombs, so we can get our final kills and our damn money?”

“Money, Terry, money. I’m sorry.” Bobbie hung up, and Terry went 
back to work.
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Lance and Philly were standing outside the Dolby Theater. Several 
of Hollywood’s streets had already been blocked off for the event, and 
Lance asked, “How do you want to do this? Federal agents inspecting 
the show setup?”

Philly laughed. “Yeah. That won’t attract any attention. Two federal 
agents openly inspecting the shit as it comes in. I love you, Lance, but 
you are dim sometimes.”

“Okay, okay. So, what’s the plan?”
“Keep your eyes peeled for Terry. We’re dressed in work clothing. 

Just supervise the setup.”
“And how do you suppose we are going to do that without having a 

company?”
Philly handed Lance an ID badge. He looked at it and then laughed. 

“Rollins Industries? I thought they went bust on that organic human 
trafficking scandal.”

“Nope. They bankrupted, and their higher ups were killed by the 
Eagle or went to prison. John got the idea after the bust to take the 
front and put them into the catering business. That way law enforcement 
could act as workers and infiltrate high end gigs and bust bad guys.”

Lance took the badge and asked, “And the stigma of the human food 
shit doesn’t bother their customers?”

“People have short memories; besides, Rollins has redeemed 
itself and has a really good name in Los Angeles, especially in the 
entertainment industry.”

“How is that even fuckin’ possible?”
“Come on, man. These are liberals. Actors whose mouths are almost 

as big as their egos. They’re evolved, dude. They’d throw a shit fit if 
Rollins wasn’t catering their events.”

“What a bunch of morons.”
“In a word.”
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Jade and Jessica had been working out of a makeshift morgue set 
up at a high school auditorium for the victims of the Versailles Tower 
attack. The school had a large refrigeration unit, and the city and state 
had provided a mobile refrigerated truck trailer to hold bodies. The 
bodies from the Hollywood explosion were downtown, and Jessica and 
Jade were on scene at the high school trying to wrap up several days of 
nearly round the clock work. Jade had closed up the remains of a child, 
and Jessica was working next to her on the father.

“How many more bodies do we have to identify?” Jessica asked as 
she moved around the father’s internal organs.”

“We pretty much have all of the available parts identified. The rest is 
really for John’s team in Washington to deal with; they will have to run 
DNA through the federal and state databases.”

Jessica nodded as she closed up the Latino man on her table.  
“Well, the cause of death for all of these poor people was blunt force 
trauma.”

Jade looked at the stack of empty body bags in a corner of the gym 
and said, “I just hope that John can get a lead on these animals. I don’t 
want to go through this again.”

Jessica nodded and asked, “How did you deal with the sheer numbers 
in the great fire?”

“We didn’t do well, to be honest. We had learned lessons from the 
9/11 attacks, but the volume of dead souls was overwhelming. I was an 
assistant then, and we had coroners and medical examiners from across 
the country and around the world working out here. This event, while 
tragic, doesn’t hold a candle to what those monsters did.”

“How many potters fields are there around Los Angeles from the 
great fires?”

“Four. We’re not barbaric people, so there aren’t large mass graves, 
but it took months to bury the unidentified. We had simple pine boxes, 
and the graves were spaced closely together with an identification 
number on a simple piece of granite.”

“State land?”
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“State and federal. Every once in a while, someone will send in an 
ID number with DNA, and we will get a match.”

“Do they exhume the bodies?”
“Only if someone needs closure. The bulk of the dead were families. 

Then there were those here illegally. We had little to no information 
on them. It was a hell of a mess. At least we have been able to release 
bodies to family in this case, and they have been able to bury or cremate 
the remains. It’s cold comfort, but it’s comfort nonetheless.”

Jessica asked, “When you found your family after the fires…you 
weren’t even a little devastated?”

Jade looked at her and said with a more somber tone, “There were 
extenuating circumstances. The death of the children was hard. My late 
husband…I was glad to be rid of him for a multitude of reasons, some 
you know, some John and Jim know, and some will die with me.”

“We all have our secrets. Those things that we don’t even 
acknowledge to ourselves.”



154 • Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Two
“The son of a bitch didn’t  

deserve to die peacefully.”

Justin was unconscious, and the Eagle and Sara were watching his 
confession on video in the conference room. Sara was shaking her head 
as she watched and said, “For the love of money, he was in on this?”

“Yes…but we don’t have all the key players. He was used by these 
people.”

“A damn dangerous pawn. He was going to help them contaminate 
the blood supply with a superbug. That falls apart for obvious reasons, 
yet he kept working with them and even tried to set up one of his closest 
friends. That is insane.” She paused then said, “What are you going to 
do with him?”

“He must die, but he has suffered enough. Don’t even bother to wake 
him. Just dose him with Deliverance and kill him fast.”

Sara sat back and asked, “Do you want God to have mercy on  
his soul?”

“No, but I don’t see adding anything further to his torture.”
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“Jesus, John. He has no teeth, no hands or feet, but I don’t think he 
has suffered enough.”

“Bobbie Aster is the key here. She and Becky Stoltz. I need to grab 
them. They are going to give me what I need to stop this.” Just then his 
cellphone rang, and it was Chris.

“John, I’m at the condo crime scene. The media thinks that Gibson 
is dead.”

“He will be in a few minutes. Meet me at the lair; we have some 
hunting to do.”

Sara walked out of the room, and John watched her on a monitor 
in the command center as she stood over Justin in the operating room. 
She had a large syringe in her hand. She stuck it into the IV but then 
stopped, pulled it out, and then took a smaller syringe from her pocket 
and injected it into the IV. Justin began to rouse, and Sara showed him 
the needle and then stuck it into the IV. She looked him in the eye and 
said, “The Eagle wants you to have a quick death.” Justin couldn’t 
speak, and he was spitting blood through the holes in his face. His feet 
and hands were piled on his chest, and Sara said, “You are getting some 
mercy from the Eagle. He has others to deal with and is not going to 
pass his final judgment on you, so I will. I believed in you, Justin. You 
took the same oath as I did to do no harm. You are indirectly responsible 
for the murder of hundreds of people.” Sara pushed the plunger on the 
syringe a quarter of the way down, and Justin began to scream. “It all 
hurts, doesn’t it?” John sat down in his large leather chair, watching 
and listening. “The agony of the loss of your hands and feet and teeth 
are not ample enough suffering for you, not by a long shot. You helped 
these monsters murder hundreds of people, and if they get the chance 
hundreds or thousands more will die. And for what? Money? You helped 
murder for the almighty dollar? You were willing to use your position 
of trust with our blood supply to contaminate it with a killer superbug? 
You’re not out of your mind; you’re just plain and simply evil.”

Sara pushed the syringe to about the halfway point and stopped. 
Justin was writhing on the gurney with tears running down his face as he 
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babbled incoherently. “Money, Justin. Your only motivation was money. 
I’m going to push the rest of this solution into your IV, and you will 
die quickly and painfully, but before I do, it is my deepest wish that if 
there is a God that that God NOT have mercy on your soul.” With those 
words, Sara pushed the rest of the solution into Justin’s IV. He coughed 
and screamed and shuddered on the table until he finally took a few 
deep coughing breaths and died.

John pressed a button on the PA system and asked, “Do you feel 
better, Sara?”

She was staring into Justin’s dead eyes and said, “No, John, I don’t 
feel better, but the son of a bitch didn’t deserve to die peacefully.”

Chris arrived at the lair a few minutes after Justin had died. Sara 
greeted him with a kiss and told him she was on her way to check in 
on Karen and left. Chris saw Justin’s body on one of the monitors and 
asked, “What did you get out of him?”

“The names of the ring leaders.”
“Have you heard from Philly and Lance?”
“They’re working at the Dolby Theater in the catering business that 

we set up after Rollins failed.”
Chris shuddered and said, “I still can’t believe that you were able 

to resurrect that name and infiltrate the entertainment industry with it.”
John laughed and said, “Hollywood has a short memory, shorter 

than the rest of the country.”
Chris laughed and asked, “How do you want to handle these two?”
“We need to grab them as quickly as possible. I’m going to ask 

Jim and Sam to set up surveillance on them. I don’t want our office 
anywhere near this.”

“So, Gibson was just supplying blood to these killers?”
“He was in deeper than that. He was with Aster and Stoltz the night 

of the bombing and was trying to cover his tracks by using the hospital 
as an alibi.”
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“I don’t understand.”
“Gibson had been promised a hundred million dollars to supply 

blood to Aster and Stoltz.”
“A hundred million dollars for a few pints of blood? That makes no 

sense.”
“Gibson was recruited by these two originally to contaminate 

the blood supply. Aster has experience in biological warfare, and the 
original plan called for Gibson to access the supply chain and make 
sure that several dozen blood donations could be infected with a flesh 
eating superbug. The idea was simple. The bug is highly contagious, 
and within less than a year there would have been a pandemic.”

“But someone woke up before doing something like that because it 
would have eventually wiped them out?”

“According to what I got out of Gibson, the strain Stoltz wanted 
to release mutated too quickly, and the antidote would be useless once 
the genetically engineered virus was released into the population, so 
she scrapped the plan, and they started with the demolition plan.”

Chris sat down in one of the chairs and said, “Jesus Christ, John! 
These terrorists not only have a top-notch demolition and munitions 
crew, but they also have a superbug?” John nodded. “How do you know 
that there isn’t a contingency plan to release the bug if any of these 
people get grabbed?”

“I don’t.”
“So, we have to grab these two and get the location of this virus as 

well?” John nodded, and Chris said, “This chess game just got really, 
really complicated.”

“This is the deadliest plot I have ever come across, Chris, and the 
only thing that I can hope is that it’s just Stoltz and Aster who are the 
leaders, and that we don’t set off a chain of events that could wipe out 
humankind.”
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Jim was sitting in his office when John called. He had the door open 
into Sam’s office, and he answered the phone in an unusually quiet 
voice. John asked, “Are you hiding somewhere?”

“No. Sam is asleep at her desk, and I don’t want to wake the kid. 
What’s up?”

“I was able to extract the names of the ringleaders from Gibson.”
“Okay, so what do you want from me?”
“I can’t have the Bureau connected to this. I need you and Sam to set 

up surveillance on the two perps.”
“You want us to follow them to a location where you can grab them?”
“Yes!”
“Who are we looking for?”
“Becky Stoltz and Bobbie Aster of…”
Jim cut him off and said, “Foster Baldwin downtown.”
“Do you know them?”
“Our paths have crossed a few times. These two women served in 

the Marine Corps under Colleen Bolton.”
“How the hell do you know that?”
Jim laughed softly and said, “The Eagle’s not the only one who 

knows shit, John. Have you talked to Lance and Philly?”
“No.”
“Well, I will set up surveillance and report back to you. In the 

meantime, why don’t you use your rocket scientist brain and fuckin’ call 
the guys. I’m going to bet they can fill in even more blanks.” Jim hung 
up the phone and looked at Sam sleeping in her chair. He got up and lit a 
cigarette near his office window and called Cindy. When she answered 
he explained that he wouldn’t be able to meet her for dinner.

Cindy laughed and said, “That’s fine, Jim. What’s going on?”
He took a deep hit off his cigarette and said, “Death is coming on its 

pale white horse.”
She was silent for several seconds and then said, “Nice biblical 

analogy. You have me sufficiently terrified.”
Jim stubbed out the cigarette and said, “You and me both. If I get a 

break in the action, I would like to grab a cup of coffee with you.”
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“Anytime, Jim. You know where I live and work. Just stop by.”
“It might be the middle of the night or the early morning.”
Cindy’s voice softened, and she said, “If you want to see me and talk 

to me, I am available to you around the clock, Jim. Just show up.” He 
started to hang up the phone when he heard Cindy say, “Jim!”

“Yeah.”
“Stay safe. I don’t want to lose you.”
Jim hung up the line and woke Sam. She looked at him with sleepy 

eyes and asked, “How long have I been out?”
“About an hour. We need to set up surveillance on two structural 

engineers for the Eagle, so let’s get some food and then get our asses 
downtown.”

Alice Spaulding was standing on the roof of the Wilshire Grand 
looking out over Los Angeles as the sun set over the Pacific Ocean. She 
didn’t see the noose lowering from above her head from the pinnacle of 
the building or Bobbie Aster lying on a set of beams with the noose in 
her hands. Alice had lit a cigarette and had taken a few hits off it as the 
noose came down near her head. Bobbie missed Alice’s neck and pulled 
the rope up to try again when she heard Becky’s voice coming out onto 
the rooftop lounge.

“Alice, what are you doing?”
“Taking in the view and enjoying a smoke. Has Bobbie pulled her 

rope back up?” Becky looked up to see Bobbie lying on her stomach 
with the rope in her hands. Becky just shook her head and walked out 
to stand near the edge of the observation area off the Foster Baldwin 
offices. Alice took another deep drag off her cigarette and asked, 
“Bobbie, are you finished playing assassin, or would you like another 
go at it?”

Bobbie dropped the rope and climbed down. “How did you know I 
was up there?”
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“You might be thin and limber, but you are no cat burglar. I heard 
you climbing up when I was sitting in your office. I mean, really, 
ladies…you’re going to kill me? Without me you have nothing, and I 
am really pissed off that you have put this whole mission in jeopardy 
and murdered my lover.”

Bobbie looked at Becky, who was staring out at the sea along with 
Alice, and asked, “You’re waiting for the green flash, aren’t you?”

Alice nodded and said, “I don’t spend much time on the west coast, 
and from this vantage point the sunset is fabulous.” The final burst of 
light flashed green as the sun set, and Alice smiled and said, “I have 
only seen two of those in my life. You two must be in heaven seeing 
them all the time.”

Bobbie shook her head. “Not me. That was my first. I don’t spend 
much time looking at sunsets or sunrises.”

“Well, you should because all we’re promised in life is a final one 
of each.”

Becky looked at Alice and said, “How philosophical. I had no idea 
you were such a deep thinker.”

Alice turned and picked up the rope and handed it to Bobbie. “You 
might have just seen your last one, you know that?”

Bobbie said, “That’s our curse. We live, and we die.”
Alice walked back into the offices and sat down. “So, how is it going 

with the Dolby Theater setup? I heard through the media that Doctor 
Justin Gibson died in a horrible gas explosion. Is Terry distracted, or is 
he getting the job done?”

“He’s getting the job done, and it was Bobbie who remotely 
detonated the incendiary at Gibson’s condo while talking to him on 
the phone.”

“Nice, very nice. And the virus?” Becky looked at Bobbie and 
shrugged, and Alice said, “Please tell me that the virus is secure.”

Becky answered, “The virus is secure, but I do think that we should 
incinerate it. If it falls into the wrong hands, it could wipe out half the 
planet.”
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Alice laughed and asked, “Isn’t it already in the wrong hands?”
Bobbie said, “It’s secure, but I agree with Becky. Since we’re not 

going to use it, we should get rid of it. Accidents happen all the time, 
and having such a deadly virus locked in a safe is not wise.”

Alice agreed. “As soon as we blow the Oscars, we can destroy the 
virus.”

Bobbie’s face grew grave, and she asked, “Why hold on to it any 
longer? We’re never going to use it, right? You do understand that if the 
virus gets free it will wipe out the planet, and a billion dollars is of no 
use to a group of dead people.”

“The only person outside of the three of us who knew of the virus 
was Doctor Gibson, and he’s dead. Our secret is safe, and I want to 
hold onto the virus as a backup plan in case the Oscars don’t get us 
what we want.”

“You aren’t suggesting that you will release the virus if this plan 
doesn’t work?” Becky asked nervously.

“Keep all options open, ladies. If we get caught, we’re all dead. Stan 
and Greg are set to die, correct?”

“Yes. They have seating at the theater for the Oscars,” Bobbie said.
Alice shook her head and said, “Oh no. Those two need to die now.”
Becky sat down across from her and asked, “Do you think it’s 

wise to have two world-renowned engineers suddenly disappear or 
turn up dead?”

“Do you think it’s wise to keep a man with a death wish and a 
bumbling fool around given the gravity of our plan? You two do know 
that they are in severe financial distress, right?”

“In what way?” Bobbie asked.
“They’re broke. They need the final installment on this job just to 

keep up appearances. They are begging and pleading for deals across 
the country and around the world. They know very, very little about 
the true nature of this plot, but a little knowledge is a dangerous thing, 
especially when dealing with those two idiots.”

“What do you propose be done with them?”
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“Well, Greg likes to skydive, so throw him off the damn building. 
Just make sure his chute fails.”

“And Stan?”
“I don’t know. Shit. Push him into a wood chipper or something. Do 

I have to think of everything?”
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Chapter Twenty-Three
“I think she is behind ALL of it!”

J
ohn had hacked the GPS on Becky and Bobbie’s cars and had sent 
the information to Jim and Sam. Jim was sitting in his unmarked car 
smoking a cigarette outside of the Wilshire Grand, and Sam was in an 

unmarked car on the other side. The streets were quiet, and Jim looked 
over at the clock on his dashboard. It was ten after eight. He radioed to 
Sam and asked, “Any damn movement on your target?”

“Nope. The cars are parked somewhere in that building.”
Jim looked at his tablet and the red blip of light on his screen 

showing the area on his GPS as well as Bobbie’s car. “I hope to fuck 
these aren’t night owls.” He heard Sam laugh on the other end of the 
radio and asked, “Did I say something funny?”

“Yes, you did. Night owls work all night. We do that all the time.”
“Well, these are engineers. What the fuck is going to keep them up 

all night? A damn beam?”
Sam was laughing when she noticed movement on Becky’s car. 

“Stoltz is on the move.”
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“Alright. Loose tail.”
Sam pulled out and started to follow Becky’s car from a considerable 

distance. “Just what the fuck am I supposed to do when she stops?”
“Once she is home for the night, call John, and he will handle things 

from there.”
“I’m tracking the next victim of the Iron Eagle?”
“You bet your sweet ass you are.”
Sam was shaking her head and said, “I don’t like this shit, Jim. I 

don’t want to end up dead because I’m doing the Eagle’s legwork.”
“If you want to save lives, you will get her into the Eagle’s hands. If 

you don’t want to do it, then pull off, and I’ll track both targets and send 
the Eagle in to get them.”

Sam kept looking at the dot blinking on her tablet as she drove. “I 
don’t like it, Jim!”

“I gave you options. Make your decision and make it fast because 
my target just left the building.”

Lance and Philly had left the theater and returned home when John 
called. “To whom am I speaking? John or the Eagle?” Lance laughed.

John asked, “What do you guys know about Becky Stoltz and 
Bobbie Aster?”

Lance put his phone on speaker and sat it on a table in the kitchen 
and said, “Philly, John wants to know about Stoltz and Aster.”

Philly laughed and said, “They served under Coleen Bolton. Bitches 
on heels, and they don’t play well with others. Why?”

“They have been implicated in this terror plot as the leaders.”
Lance shrugged and said, “That doesn’t come as a surprise to me. 

We served with them for less than a year, but Bolton and the other two 
became really, really tight. They also had their munitions expert that no 
one is talking about.”

“You mean Terry Gallo?” John asked.
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“Yeah. You have no idea what a twisted fuck he is. You have to 
know this guy. He doesn’t care about cash; he gets off on killing. There 
were several attempts to court martial him for abuse of power. He was 
really good at dismantling IEDs, but he was even better at making them. 
It could never be proven, but on two separate occasions while on tour 
in Iraq it’s said that he took out nearly a hundred villagers, and in an 
infamous move, he was implicated in a friendly fire situation.”

“Using a gun?” John asked.
“No. He’d been working a street line in Baghdad that had been 

riddled with IEDs. After coming off patrol, he reported that he and his 
unit had cleared the road and that it was safe to pass. However, when 
the convoy moved out, he stayed behind, and forty members of his 
own outfit were killed by roadside IEDs. The only reason he escaped 
prosecution in the case was that there were several terror cells operating 
in the region, and the JAG’s office couldn’t bring a case against him as 
there just wasn’t enough evidence.”

“So, how are you so certain that he did it?”
Lance spoke up. “Philly and I were the supervising officers that day, 

and we were dismantling IEDs on that road. Gallo was supposed to be 
following up behind our men and clearing them away from the roadside. 
We couldn’t prove it, but we both know that he was reactivating the 
units and then leaving them right where they had been. When the dust 
literally cleared, we could see what no one else could…that the site of 
each explosion was a site where Terry was supposed to remove a bomb.”

“And you didn’t tell this to the judge advocate investigators?”
“We told them. We mapped it; we led them around as they 

investigated. But in the end, all we got for our efforts was pinned down 
by gunfire from hostiles. The candy ass lawyers were convinced that it 
was the rebels and not Terry who made the kill. We were being shown 
the hatch, and the whole thing ended up buried. Terry got out a year 
later and was supposed to be moving to Chicago, and we never saw him 
again until recently at the condo job site.”

John sat shaking his head and said, “Hell is coming to dinner.”
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Lance’s voice was stoic. “Hell is already here. Do you know where 
Stoltz and Aster are?”

“I have Jim and Sam following them.”
“Well, be careful. You might be able to snatch those two with ease, 

but I don’t think they are the only ones behind this. There’s a third wheel 
here. Her name is Alice Spaulding, and she is the heir to the Spaulding 
fortune. The corporate headquarters for Spaulding are in Chicago, and 
several years ago a little birdie told me that she was in love with one of 
her main workers out of Los Angeles.”

John was quiet then asked, “Jerry Goldman?”
“Bingo. Since Jerry has been murdered, Alice is probably on her 

way or already here. She has several degrees. One in chemistry and 
another in biology.”

“Do you think she is behind the virus?”
“I think she is behind ALL of it!”

Bobbie Aster pulled into her driveway and was greeted by Martin, 
who was sitting on the back of his car. She got out smiling and asked, 
“What are you doing here?”

“Well…you’ve been working like a dog, and so have I, so I thought 
we could have a nice quiet dinner and then play.”

Bobbie was still smiling and said, “I would love that. Come on.” 
Martin grabbed several bags from the front seat of his Porsche and 
carried them into the house.

Jim pulled over as Aster pulled into her driveway. He looked hard 
at the man sitting on the back of his Porsche, and called Sam and said, 
“You’re never going to believe this.”

“I rarely do.”
“Aster just pulled into her driveway and was greeted by Martin 

Gomez.”
“Martin Gomez who runs the Dolby Theater?”
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“One and the fuckin’ same.”
“What the hell? Is he in on this?”
“I don’t know, but my target appears to be in for the night. How goes 

it with Stoltz?”
“I’ve been following her for nearly an hour. She’s been driving 

around downtown, but she isn’t stopping. I ran her plate and have her 
home address in Bel Air. I can go there.”

Jim was shaking his head while taking a cigarette out of his top left 
pocket. “She’s not stopping because she’s on the phone with someone. 
You just need to stay on her.”

“She’s driving around wasting gas just to have a conversation?”
“I bet she’s talking to that Gallo guy.”
Sam shivered and asked, “Do you think she’s going to lead me to him?”
“That would be a goddamn coup, but I doubt it.”
Sam had stopped at a light about three blocks behind Becky and 

said, “Well…what do you want me to do?”
“Stay on her and keep me posted. I have a feeling that it’s going to 

be quiet here. I’m not calling John until your target has parked, then we 
will leave things up to him.” Jim hung up the line and called Cindy and 
said, “Dinner might not be off the table after all.”

“Really?” Cindy beamed and asked, “Do you want to come to my 
place?”

“Let’s stay in neutral territory. That way we’ll both be comfortable.”
“Well, chivalry isn’t dead.”
“The fuck it’s not. You think I’m being a gentleman? Jesus, woman. 

I’m doing it to keep my dick in my pants. You and I have serious 
sexual tension, and whether you want to acknowledge that or not is 
your business. I’m a horny old man, and you’re a hot woman that I’ve 
recently seen naked. I just don’t want either of us to give in to an impulse 
and have it fuck everything up.” Cindy started laughing hard, and Jim 
asked, “What’s so damn funny?”

“It’s like we’re kids again, only I can’t get pregnant. I’ve been 
through the change, and you’re fumbling around trying to be flattering 
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in your twisted O’Brian way…which is working. Just call me when you 
want to meet.”

“Okay!” Jim hung up the line and moved a little in his seat. “Jesus 
Christ! I have a damn boner.” The street was dark, and he flicked the 
finished cigarette out the car window then rolled it up. He slipped his 
left hand down to his zipper and said, “If I’m going to have to sit here, 
I might as well take care of this.” He pulled out his penis and began 
masturbating with his eyes closed.

“Terry, you don’t understand. Alice is in town, and she wants your 
blood for killing Jerry.” Becky had gotten onto the 110 Freeway and was 
heading for the 405 as she spoke.

“Alice was dating Goldman?”
“You didn’t know that?”
“No, but even if I did it wouldn’t have mattered. He had to die. He 

saw too much.”
Becky shook her head and asked, “Did it ever occur to you that 

maybe Jerry knew what was going on? Maybe he just wanted to talk 
to you?”

Terry was molding a clay-like substance into some statutory and 
said, “No…and it’s moot anyway. If Alice wants to kill me, let her take 
her best shot. I’ll get her before she can ever get me.”

“Let’s not even go down that road. She doesn’t know where you 
are, and we are going to keep it that way. I’m going home to grab some 
shut eye, and then I will come out to your location around three a.m. 
Is that okay?”

“As long as you don’t have a tail. Why do you want to come out 
here?”

“To check on your progress and have you show me what you’re 
making and how you’re doing it.”
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“I don’t reveal my trade secrets, Becky. You’re welcome to come 
down, but don’t expect me to do anything more than shoot the breeze 
with you.”

“Always a hard ass, Terry.”
“That’s right, and I’m edgy. I haven’t killed anyone in over a week, 

so you better be on your best behavior.”
Becky hung up and drove on. She looked over at her purse where 

a small vial was visible and said, “No, you haven’t killed anyone in a 
while, but you’re going to kill millions, and you will be the first to die.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four
“I don’t need any shit  

from the peanut gallery.”

I
t was ten after nine when John’s cellphone rang. “Hi Sam. What do 
you have for me?”

“Becky Stoltz is at her home in Bel Air.”
“Is she alone?”
“There was no one in the car with her. I don’t have any other 

information on her living situation.”
“I’m on my way. When you see my truck, leave the area.” John hung 

up the phone and looked at Chris and said, “It’s time to gear up; it’s 
going to be a long night.”

Chris nodded and pulled on his body armor then asked, “Are we 
going after both Stoltz and Aster?”

“Jim said Aster is with the manager of the Dolby Theater. We’ll grab 
Stoltz first. We can always get Aster later.” Chris nodded, and the two 
men climbed into John’s truck and headed out.
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“Are you coming home tonight?” Maria asked Sam over the phone.
“I’m on a stakeout but should be relieved shortly, and then I will be 

coming home.”
Maria sighed and asked, “Are you ever going to tell me why you and 

Jim do the work that your deputies should be doing?”
“These are extenuating circumstances. Special favors. We can’t put 

our regular deputies on some cases.”
“You’ve told me that before, but my question is why?”
Sam sighed to herself and said, “Someday, I will explain. Right now, 

I just have to do this.”
“Well, dinner is ready, and it will be here when you get home. If I’m 

asleep when you come in, wake me.”
Sam agreed and hung up the line. She saw John’s Silverado pull up 

behind her and two men get out. She waited until they were next to the 
passenger window and rolled it down. The Eagle’s green-eyed mask 
stared into the car, and Sam shivered. She pointed to the house and 
asked, “Is there anything else?”

“No. Thank you, Sam. Go home.” She started her car and pulled away 
as the two figures in black disappeared near the gated entrance to Becky 
Stoltz’s home. The Eagle asked if Chris’s counter surveillance equipment 
was active. He nodded, and the Eagle had a parabolic microphone in his 
hand as they scaled a wall and entered Becky’s property.

Inside, Becky had just settled in her bed and was reading a magazine 
when she heard rustling near the French doors that led to her second 
story bedroom deck. She looked over at her alarm keypad, and it was 
armed. She put the magazine down and walked over to the doors and 
parted the curtains to look out. A cat darted across the yard, and she let 
out a small scream. She put the curtains back in place and walked back 
to her bed and said, “You’re paranoid, Becky. You’re just paranoid.” 
She slid back into bed and put her reading glasses back on and opened 
the magazine.

Chris had deactivated the alarm system and cameras, and the Eagle 
picked a side door lock. The two men slipped into the house, which was 
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large and dark. The Eagle pointed toward a staircase, and Chris moved 
along the wall to it. The Eagle followed, and the two ascended. There 
was a long hall and a light on near the end. Both men turned off their 
night vision, but before they could get to the end of the hall, the light 
went out, and the two men went back to using night vision. The Eagle 
slipped into the bedroom and could see Becky breathing deeply in her 
bed. The room was cavernous, and Chris followed him in and pulled a 
tranquilizer gun from his vest. There was a quiet pop and then Becky’s 
sleep became even deeper.

The Eagle walked over to the bed and turned on the nightstand light 
to see that the dart had pierced the side of Becky’s neck. Chris reached 
to remove the dart, but the Eagle raised his hand and said, “Don’t touch 
her. You shot her right in the carotid artery.”

“There’s no blood.”
“If you remove that dart, the room will fill with it. The blood’s 

blocked by the needle. That’s why she didn’t make a sound. The drug 
went straight to her brain.” The Eagle looked around the room and saw 
Becky’s clothing as well as her purse on a chair. He picked up the purse, 
and a small vial fell onto the carpeted floor.

Chris spotted it and asked, “Is that what I think it is?”
The Eagle very carefully picked it up. The top was sealed with a 

steel cap, but the vial was clear and appeared to be empty. “It looks like 
it. This is hazmat grade material. It would take a hammer to break the 
vial.”

He put it in into his vest pocket, and Chris asked, “Is that wise?”
“It’ll be fine. Right now, we need to get Ms. Stoltz to the lair, so Sara 

can care for her.” The two men carried Becky down the stairs. There 
was a gate sensor near the front door, and when the Eagle pressed it, the 
driveway gates opened. “The cameras and alarm are blocked. Go get my 
truck and pull it up to the front door.”

“There are other houses out there with possible surveillance out 
there. What if it picks up the truck?”

 “It’s just a chance we have to take. We can’t move her much more.” 
Chris left and in a matter of seconds the Silverado was in the driveway, 
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and the two men were putting Becky’s body into the back and fastening 
her in. The Eagle got in the back with Becky, and Chris got behind the 
wheel. “Did you pick up any surveillance?” Chris said no. “Okay, then 
drive…but carefully. I will keep her head immobilized.” As Chris pulled 
onto the street, the Eagle called Sara and said, “We have one down, but 
Chris hit her in the carotid artery.”

“Is she bleeding?”
“No. We’re on our way. I’m holding her head. I need you to be ready 

to deal with this.”
“I will see how Karen is feeling. This is going to be a two-person 

job.” The Eagle hung up the line as Chris drove them back to the lair.

Sam staggered into the house, stripped off her uniform, and started 
the hot tub. Maria was sitting on the couch when she arrived and was 
wearing a pink robe and holding a glass of wine and a book. “Are you 
going to eat before you get in the tub?”

Sam’s nude body glistened in the light, and she said, “Absolutely. 
I’m starving.”

Maria brought her some food and poured her a glass of wine and 
asked, “Are you in for the night?”

“I sure as hell hope so.” Maria sipped her wine as they made small 
talk. Sam ate ravenously then gulped down the wine, poured another 
glass, and asked, “Would you care to join me in the hot tub?”

Maria smiled and removed her robe. Her dark brown skin glistened 
with body oil. The two walked hand in hand to the tub, and as Maria got 
settled, Sam dropped under the water and between Maria’s legs.

Sara and Karen were waiting when Chris pulled into the Eagle’s lair. 
The two pushed a gurney out to the truck, and the Eagle placed Becky 
on it, and Sara and Karen pushed her into operating room two. Chris 
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looked at Gibson’s body, still on the operating table in room one, and 
asked, “What are you going to do with him?”

“Put him in the incinerator once we have Ms. Stoltz stabilized.”
Karen and Sara were examining Becky, and Karen pulled an 

ultrasound machine over to the table and slathered some imaging gel on 
the wand and ran it around Becky’s neck. Sara watched the images on 
the screen and asked Karen to stop. The two looked at the needle of the 
dart on the screen, and Sara smiled, grabbed the dart, and pulled it out. A 
small trickle of blood came out, and she asked, “Who was the shooter?” 
Chris raised his hand, and Sara said, “You missed killing her outright 
by less than a millimeter.” Chris took a deep breath, and the two men 
pulled their masks off.

“Please start an IV, Sara,” John said quietly and then looked at Karen 
and asked, “How are you feeling?”

“Better, much better. I’ve been sleeping a lot, but I am feeling 
better.” Karen was dressed in a robe and had a lab coat on over it. 
John pulled the vial from his chest armor and took it over to a hazmat 
container, put it in, and closed the lid. Karen watched and asked,  
“How deadly?”

“Extremely.”
Sara had finished setting the IV then looked over at John and asked, 

“Did you leave a calling card?”
“No. I don’t want anyone to know who has Ms. Stoltz until I’m 

ready. There’s another party that needs to be apprehended, and Jim is 
on her, but I don’t think grabbing them both at the same time is wise.” 
John and Chris pulled off their body armor and slipped into dark blue 
coveralls. John looked at Sara and said, “Well, let’s wake her up and 
find out what she knows.”

Jim had left Bobbie’s home after John told him to pull off. He had 
called Cindy, and the two were to meet at Santiago’s for a late dinner. It 
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was ten after eleven when Jim pulled up to the well-lit restaurant. The 
fog had rolled in, and the shining lights of the signage made the whole 
building look like it was aglow in a blanket of white. He walked in and 
saw Javier nodding off on his barstool at the end of the bar, and a few 
of the locals and wait staff called out his name as he took his seat. A 
young woman brought over a bucket of beers, and Jim cracked one open 
and took a swig off it as Cindy walked up. Javier roused then hobbled 
over and pulled out a chair for Cindy, who thanked him then ordered 
a whiskey and soda. Jim smiled and asked, “Since when do you drink 
hard liquor?”

“Since I was seventeen. Do you not recall some of our younger 
escapades while drunk?”

Jim nodded, taking a drink of his beer, and said, “I remember. In 
fact, it was a damn bottle of Jack that ended up with the two of us getting 
naked and forgetting the condom.”

The drink arrived at the table, and she raised it to toast and said, 
“To unprotected sex. I loved Kevin. I would not change a thing.” They 
toasted and then ordered some food. “So, where were you?”

Jim had a pack of cigarettes on the table and pulled one out and 
picked up his Zippo. “Staking out a suspect.” He snapped the lighter 
shut and blew smoke in the direction of an open window. Cindy nodded 
and took a cigarette for herself, which Jim stood up and lit. “Don’t tell 
me I have you back smoking again?”

Cindy took a deep drag and said, “What can I say? You’re a bad 
influence.”

Jim laughed, and Javier, who was within ear shot, said, “You can say 
that again.”

Cindy started laughing as did Jim. The food came, and they ate. 
There was little conversation, and Cindy asked, “So, after all of these 
years, you’re still staking people out? I thought you were retired?”

Jim was chewing a piece of steak and said, “I am unretired. With 
Barbara gone and a giant empty house, I have no desire to sit on my ass 
staring at the ocean. If I did that, I would be dead in a month.”
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“You’re too young to be retired. You still have a lot to teach Sam and 
the others. You’re a wealth of knowledge as well as experience.”

“Nice way to kiss my ass from the other side of the table.”
“I wasn’t saying anything that’s not true. Knowing you, you will die 

in the line of duty.”
“I should be so lucky. I will most likely die of a heart attack or lung 

cancer.”
Javier spoke up and said, “You most likely die of liver failure, dumb 

ass.” That drew a chuckle from everyone in the bar, including Cindy.
Jim looked over at Javier and said, “Hey…I don’t need any shit 

from the peanut gallery.”
Javier laughed and said, “That true. You already so full of shit you 

eyes brown.”
“He has you pegged.”
Jim pushed his plate away and said, “Javier has known me almost 

as long as you and I have known each other. He gets his kicks beating 
me up.”

Cindy laughed and said, “Well, someone has to do it.”
They sat staring at each other, and Javier asked, “Are you two going 

to fuck or talk?”
Jim got red-faced as did Cindy, and he said, “We are friends, Javier.”
“Friends my ass. You lovers. I see it. The people in the bar see it. 

Shit. Barbara saw it before she die. What the hell you two afraid of?”
Cindy was sitting more on the edge of her seat, and Jim was sitting 

back. He looked at Cindy and said, “He’s right.” Cindy nodded and took 
a drink of her whiskey. Jim ordered two glasses of scotch, and the two 
sat closer to each other and talked about recent events. When the scotch 
was gone, he looked at Cindy and asked, “Do you want to come back 
to my place?” Cindy nodded slowly, and the two rose out of their chairs 
and walked out of the bar.

Javier looked at his bartender and said, “See…I’m always right.”
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Chapter Twenty-Five
“You fuck up, you die.”

G
reg Baldwin was in his office looking out over the city lights when 
Alice walked in. She had something under her arm, and she looked 
at him and asked, “Are you contemplating the bankruptcy to come?”
He didn’t even turn around as he responded, “When did your bitch 

ass get to town?”
“A few hours ago. I had to get out here and protect my investment.”
Greg laughed. “Your investment? That’s a laugh. You just want 

revenge for Jerry.”
“Well, I am a bit upset over his murder, but I’m coming to grips with 

it. How much do you need to cover payroll?”
He turned around and said, “We’re supposed to receive the final 

clearance on this tower tomorrow, and then the money will be released 
to us.”

“And if for some reason the funding is delayed?”
“What the hell are you talking about? Are you here to fuck with our 

money?”
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“Hardly, Greg. I want you to get paid, and I want you to get more 
deals, but you know that bureaucracy can tie up large amounts of cash 
even after jobs are done. When do you break ground in Chicago and 
New York?”

“Next week. We have crews on site, and we have the money from 
two venture capital groups. I won’t let this business go bankrupt.” Alice 
threw the object under her arm onto the floor in front of him. He looked 
down at it and asked, “Where did you get a Katana 083 parachute?”

“I skydive, too, Greg. You didn’t know that?”
He shook his head and picked the chute up off the floor. “Man, these 

things are rockets.”
Alice nodded and said, “I know. I thought I might pull one of your 

stunts and jump off the building.”
Greg started laughing and said, “Oh yeah. You jumping off my 

building. The pinnacle spire puts you eleven hundred feet in the air, 
Alice. Have you ever base jumped before?”

“No. Only out of planes.”
Greg shook his head and said, “You only have eighty-three square 

feet of canopy, babe. You have to pull the chute while reaching terminal 
velocity. You have maybe five or six seconds. This baby was designed 
for that type of tight low-level diving and flying. It has a very responsive 
canopy wing, and it opens so smoothly. You have so much control. Even 
in a dive you can fly this thing to the sea with the right conditions from 
up here.”

Alice nodded and said, “Well, I’m going to make a jump. You want 
to join me?”

Greg threw the chute back to her and said, “Sure. If you have the 
balls for it. It’s just after midnight, and I have my own Katana in the 
closet. Is anyone else in the building?”

“I haven’t seen anyone.”
“The cleaning crew comes on at two, so we have time.”
“You think we could fly these all the way to the pier in Santa 

Monica?”
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“It’s possible…at least for me. I think you’ll just end up getting 
killed.”

Alice laughed and said, “Oh, you don’t know me as well as you 
think you do. I’m a very talented woman, and I have a lot of jump 
experience.”

“From planes. This is a whole different type of diving. You have to 
have razor sharp instincts and reaction times; it only takes one slip, and 
you’re face first into a building or the pavement. You don’t have the 
luxury of free fall time. You fuck up, you die.”

Alice walked out of his office and said, “I’m going to put on my 
jumpsuit. If you want to join me, meet me at the pinnacle spire in ten 
minutes.” Greg watched her leave the office, and he looked at the night 
sky then pulled out his chute and dressed quickly and ran to meet Alice.

Terry had been napping when his cellphone started ringing. Bobbie’s 
voice was low on the other end of the line.

“How’s it going with the bombing?”
“I will tell you what I told Becky a few hours ago. It’s fine. Don’t 

get into my business.”
“How many units have been delivered to the theater?”
“Several, and the stage crew has been setting them up. I have ten units 

here that were delivered late, so they will be picked up in the morning. 
After that, the rest of the work is going to have to be done on site.”

“Terry, you can’t. You’re a wanted man. They’ll make you in a 
second.”

He sat back down at his desk and said, “I’m a master of disguise. Let 
me worry about it.”

Martin was snoring loudly in Bobbie’s bed, and she walked down 
the hall until she was at the other end of her home. “Look, Terry. You 
can’t fuck this up. You need to give directions to either me or Becky. 
We can set the detonators, and you can detonate the bombs remotely.”
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“The units already have detonators in them, and I already have them 
synced.”

“Then why the fuck do you need to go to the theater?”
“The statues and other fixtures are only half of the experience. I 

have to set charges for the balcony supports to get the max kill out of 
the blast. The statues alone aren’t going to get us the body count that we 
need. I have to bring down the balconies if this is going to work right.”

Bobbie sat down and asked, “Have you told this to Becky?”
“No. She’s coming out to see me in a few hours. I’ll tell her then.”
“Did she tell you that Alice is in town, and she wants your blood?”
“Yeah, like I’m afraid of that little bitch. If she wants to go head 

to head with me, I will kill her, too, and she can be reunited with her 
boyfriend.”

“When Becky shows up, I want you to call me, so the three of us 
can speak. You don’t know Alice like we do. She’s fucking nuts and will 
stop at nothing to get what she wants.”

“Sure. Whatever. I have work to finish up.” Terry hung up the line 
and looked at his reflection in the warehouse window and said, “You 
would think this was the first time someone wanted to kill me…geez!”

Becky opened her eyes and saw John and Chris moving small tables 
around. She was nude and cold and tried to lift her head, but it was 
restrained. “Where am I, and who the hell are you people?”

John looked at Chris and said, “I get asked that question a lot in 
here, don’t I?”

“A whole lot.”
John turned to face Becky and said, “I’m the Iron Eagle.”
Becky started screaming, and Chris walked over and shoved a rag in 

her mouth. He looked at John and said, “And you get that same reaction 
every time.”
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There was a strong breeze on the top of the Wilshire tower. Alice 
was standing near the spire pinnacle. Her jumpsuit was flapping in the 
wind, and she had her chute in her hands. Greg walked up the small set 
of stairs to Alice and said, “It’s a bit blustery. Are you sure you know 
what you’re doing?” Alice nodded, and he handed her an ear piece and 
said, “Put this in your ear. We will be in communication all the way 
down.” Alice took the small unit from Greg and placed it in her ear 
canal. “Testing, testing,” Greg said.

“I can hear you perfectly. It really drowns out the wind.” Greg 
nodded and started to climb up the tower with Alice right behind him. 
His chute was already on his back, and he looked down as he climbed 
to see that Alice still had her chute on her arm. “You want the chute on, 
Alice. If you slip while climbing, it’s the only thing that’ll save you.”

“I know what I’m doing, Greg. Just climb.”
“Alice, it’s two hundred and ninety-four feet to the top.” She just 

shook her head and climbed. When he reached the top, he moved over 
near the edge of the spire and waited. She was huffing and puffing 
when she finally reached the top, and Greg laughed and said, “Aren’t 
you glad we’re taking the express elevator down?” Alice was trying 
to catch her breath while putting on her chute. Greg looked at her suit 
and saw her name embroidered in badges over the right front pocket 
and on both arms. He laughed and asked, “Are you afraid you will 
forget who you are?”

“You know it’s for ID in case the worst should happen.”
Greg nodded and turned away from her to look out over the city. The 

bright LED lights of the spire were radiating up in his face. He asked, 
“Do you have an AAD on your chute?”

She was looking at his back and said, “Yes, I have an automatic 
activation device on my chute. Do you?”

“Oh, hell no! I like the exhilaration of doing it all myself.”
“We are eleven hundred feet in the air, Greg.”
“I’ve jumped from this spot twice.”
“So, I’ve been told.” Greg was near the edge, and Alice asked, “Do 

you pack your own chute?”
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Greg turned around and looked her up and down and said, “What the 
hell kind of question is that? Of course, I do. Don’t you?”

“I do, but I don’t pack my auxiliary chute. I leave that to a certified 
packer.”

“Auxiliary chute? Shit. I jettisoned mine years ago. I have one lead 
and canopy, and that’s it. If it fails, I die.”

Alice smiled and said, “Well, I guess you’re going to die.” Greg was 
starting to turn to jump when he saw the twinkle in Alice’s eyes. She 
rushed forward, and he grabbed ahold of her arms but was caught so off 
guard that Alice was able to push him off the spire. She could hear his 
screams in her ear and said, “Stan showed me where you kept your chute 
on one of my last visits, so I made a few adjustments for you.” Greg was 
still screaming, and she could see him flailing as he fell quickly through 
the city lights straight toward the pavement. “Well, Greg, thanks for the 
tips. Have a great death.” The radio in her ear cut out as Greg’s body hit 
the pavement. A police cruiser was on patrol just below the building and 
was sprayed with blood and body parts.

Alice had climbed down from the spire and changed clothes, paying 
little attention to her suit. She made a quick exit using the maintenance 
elevator and quickly drove down Wilshire and headed for the Ritz 
Carlton. She could see the flashing lights of fire and paramedic units in 
her rearview mirror, and she burst out in laugher as she pulled into self-
parking at the hotel and then made her way to her room.

The Eagle had administered several doses of Deliverance to 
Becky, who was screaming on the operating table. Chris and Sara 
had rolled Justin Gibson’s body into the room for her to see, and 
she threw up while looking at his brutalized corpse. The three had 
changed into full hazmat suits, and Becky looked at her reflection in 
the lenses of their orange hoods and asked, “You know? How could 
you possibly know?”
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The Eagle opened the hazmat container and showed her the vial. 
“Doctor Gibson was kind enough to explain the subplot should your 
ransom demands not work out.”

“We would never use it. It would mean death for everyone.”
“If you would never use it, then why did you create it?” asked Chris.
The Eagle nodded and said, “I know you didn’t make it. Alice 

Spaulding did, didn’t she?”
Becky looked shocked and asked, “How on earth could you possibly 

know that?”
“In all honesty, your plot has been uncovered quite by accident. Two 

men who served with you and Ms. Aster in the Marine Corps also work 
with me.”

Becky got a disgusted look on her face and said, “Lance and Philly?”
The Eagle nodded and said, “They spotted Terry Gallo on the 

Goldman crime scene. They found a pilot hole and traces of an explosive 
and a detonator. I was able to trace Spaulding from that job to the 
Versailles Tower, and the pieces have been falling into place.”

Becky laughed and said, “No, no they haven’t. You don’t know as 
much as you think.”

The Eagle nodded and pulled the blue cloth off a small steel tray 
and lifted a scalpel up to the lights. The stainless steel glistened, and the 
Eagle said, “You are correct, Ms. Stoltz. I don’t know everything. But 
you do, don’t you?” Becky went silent, and the Eagle placed the blade 
just under her chin and said, “You will tell me everything, Ms. Stoltz. 
I swear you will. You just have to ask yourself how much pain you’re 
willing to endure before I break you.” The Eagle slid the blade under 
the skin at the top of Becky’s sternum, and she screamed. He slowly 
pulled the blade down her chest and across her abdomen and down to 
the top of her pubic bone. A small trickle of blood was all that ran down 
the center line of Becky’s body. Becky screamed but didn’t say a word. 
The Eagle lifted the blade and slid it under her left shoulder and pulled 
it diagonally across her body intersecting with the first cut, and then 
followed up with the right side. Becky was screaming and unable to 
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move, and the Eagle looked at Sara and asked, “Please inject a light 
paralytic. I don’t want to impact Ms. Stoltz’s breathing. I just don’t want 
her thrashing around when I open her up.” Sara gave Becky several 
injections, and she stopped moving and coughed a little. “You didn’t hit 
her diaphragm, did you?”

“No sir. Her cough was just an effect of the medication. She can 
breathe just fine.”

The Eagle looked at Becky and asked, “Have you ever witnessed an 
autopsy before, Ms. Stoltz?” Becky’s eyes went wide, and she began to 
breathe heavily. The Eagle leaned in and looked into her terrified eyes 
and said, “You don’t have to endure this. All you have to do is answer 
my questions.”

“Only for a billion dollars.”
Chris shook his head as did Sara, who looked at Becky and asked, 

“What good is a billion dollars that you’re not going to live to spend? 
You know who has you, and you know what he is capable of. What is 
about to happen to you is a long, painful process. You can be kept alive 
for days, weeks even, with your organs exposed, removed, and even fed 
back to you to keep you alive.”

Becky looked at Sara and asked, “What kind of monsters are you?”
The Eagle put his face mask right up to Becky’s face. “Monsters? 

Nearly a thousand people are dead, dying, or wounded. You are carrying 
a virus that was engineered to kill millions, and you and your associates 
are planning to murder even more people in a very, very public way, 
and you call me a monster?” He held a small mirror to Becky’s face and 
said, “Look into it, Ms. Stoltz. The person looking back is the monster.” 
The Eagle looked at Chris and said, “Go home. It’s after two, and there’s 
going to be a lot of screaming while I dig around in Ms. Stoltz’s innards.”

Chris left the room, and Sara asked, “What would you like me to do?”
“I am going to need some professional assistance. Please call Jade 

and Jessica and ask them to come to the lair.” Sara nodded and walked 
out of the room. The Eagle had a cauterizing scalpel in his hand and 
said, “Well, before my assistants arrive, let’s get you opened up.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
“Do you have time for a quickie?”

C
indy was breathing hard, and Jim was lying next to her with his 
hand on her thigh. “Wow! We might be old, but we fuck like kids.”

Jim nodded and said, “It’s been a little while.”
“Did you take one of those pills?”
“Fuck no. As long as the assets are right and tight, I don’t need a 

damn pill.”
Cindy laughed and said, “Well, you are still rock hard, and I’m not 

going to shit or piss right for a week.”
“Then I have done my job well.”
Cindy nodded her head slowly and said, “Did you ever…” Jim’s 

cellphone rang, but he left it on the nightstand. She looked over at him 
and asked, “Aren’t you going to answer it?”

“Nope. I’m going to lay here in the darkness and hold you. Fuck the 
rest of the world.”

She curled up on his chest and said, “I have never seen you not take 
a call.”
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“I’m not the goddamned sheriff; Sam is, and if she really needs me, 
she will come knock on my damn door.”

It was ten after three, and Terry was putting the finishing touches on 
a statue when he noticed the time. He checked his cellphone to make 
sure he hadn’t missed a call then sat back down in front of another and 
said, “I don’t like being stood up. Becky better have a good explanation.”

Becky’s screams were deafening. The Eagle had given everyone 
earplugs, and Jade and Jessica had her entire chest cavity open as well as 
her abdomen. Jade was slowly moving organs around as Becky watched 
on the monitors. Jessica said, “There it is!”

Jade looked closely and said, “Finally. I’m not used to live people. 
That spleen just didn’t want to be found.” Jessica clamped off the major 
arteries to the organ, then Jade delivered it to a waiting stainless steel 
bowl. “It has really nice color. Is this going to be Ms. Stoltz’s breakfast?”

The Eagle nodded as Becky lay screaming. He showed her the organ 
and asked, “Do you like your organs rare, medium, or well?”

“Oh God…please. This isn’t happening. It’s a nightmare. Wake up, 
Becky, wake up.”

Jade was working inside Becky’s abdomen and said, “It’s not a 
nightmare. It’s really happening.”

Jessica lifted Becky’s left kidney and said, “We can take this right 
now. She has two. This could be her lunch.”

The Eagle nodded and looked at Becky and said, “Don’t worry. You 
won’t need dialysis right away.” Becky started to lose consciousness, so 
the Eagle injected more stimulant into her IV.

Jade looked at the clock and said, “It’s nearing five, John. Jess and I 
need some sleep. Doing a living autopsy by night and dead ones by day 
is a bit much.”
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Becky whispered, “Please. Please put me back together. I’ll talk.”
Jade looked up from her seated position, and John asked, “Are her 

organs still viable?” Jade nodded with a bit of a smirk. “So…talk. Tell 
me about the Versailles Tower explosion. I want to know about the 
players, the targets, and the plan for the virus.”

Becky began rattling off information, and all of it was being captured 
by the A/V systems. John pulled a tablet from his coveralls and started 
entering names. When Becky got to Terry, he stopped her and asked, 
“Where is Terry Gallo?”

“City of Industry. Spaulding has a compounding facility there. 
That’s where Terry makes the explosives.”

She rattled off the address, and John asked, “And is Mr. Gallo 
there now?” Becky nodded as the stimulant was wearing off, and she 
was going out. John injected her IV again and then got the rest of the 
information.

Jade and Jessica had stopped working, and Jessica leaned toward 
Jade and said, “I have been in on some of the Eagle’s kills, but his 
manner of getting both information and a confession are fascinating.”

Becky was still talking, and John was working on his tablet as 
Jessica spoke. She looked over at him and saw a wry smile creep across 
his face, and as it did Jade looked down at the goosebumps on Jessica’s 
arms. Jade tapped her on the shoulder and motioned to the door. The two 
rose, and Becky stopped speaking and looked at them and cried, “You 
are going to put be back together, aren’t you?”

Jade looked at John as he said, “You have literally and figuratively 
just spilled your guts, Ms. Stoltz. You are not being saved; you’re going 
to die, and I am sorry to say that your suffering has only just begun.”

“But you promised.”
“No. I asked Ms. Morgan and Ms. Holmes if your organs were still 

viable. They aren’t going back into you, Ms. Stoltz. In fact, you are 
going to lose a whole lot more over the next day or so.”

Becky started screaming, and John injected the IV with a large dose 
of solution, and she fell silent. “What the hell did you give her?” asked 
Jessica.
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“A high dose of Deliverance. She’s in agony and is fully alert; she’s 
just unable to speak.”

Jessica was standing near the operating room entrance with Jade and 
said, “I don’t ever want to piss you off.”

“You’ve pissed me off plenty. What you don’t want to do is go over 
to the darkness like Ms. Stoltz and her cohorts have. That’s when you’d 
feel my full wrath.”

She laughed and said, “John, you blur the lines between good and 
evil, light and darkness. Who’s to say that I’m not already there?”

Jade stood silent as John looked Jessica up and down. She was about 
to continue, but Jade put her hand on her and said, “No more conversation 
like this, honey. Don’t step where even death fears to tread.”

The two walked out, and John looked into Becky’s eyes and 
said, “I know you can hear me, and I know you just heard what Jade 
Morgan said. You are in my lair, from which there is no escape. You 
and those in your circle have murdered and attempted to extort money. 
All is lost, Ms. Stoltz. I will not only stop your plot, but I will also 
bring my own brutal justice to all involved.” He threw a wet blanket 
over her open torso then washed his hands. “You won’t die from your 
injuries…yet. You will just suffer, and I will use you as an example 
for the others.”

Sam was talking to several LAPD officers, including the two officers 
who witnessed Greg Baldwin’s final seconds. One officer told her they 
had put a call into the coroner’s office. Sam nodded and said, “I have a 
call into them as well, and I left Jim O’Brian a message.”

“Oh please, Sheriff, not O’Brian. He’s a ball busting son of a bitch.”
Sam laughed and said, “No one knows that better than me, but he’s 

a great cop, and I think that he will find this scene interesting.”
The other officer asked, “What’s interesting about this? I know 

there’s a lot of blood and a few body parts, but most of the guy is intact 
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thanks to his suit, and I recognize the chute and the skydiver’s suit. It’s 
Greg Baldwin of Baldwin Foster.”

“How do you know that?”
“I’ve been on a couple of scenes when this guy has jumped off the 

spire.” He looked over at his partner and asked, “This is, what, the 
third time?”

The man nodded, and Sam said, “The difference here is Mr. Baldwin 
isn’t alive.”

“We arrested him the last time. Looks like we won’t be citing him 
this morning.”

Everyone on scene laughed, and Sam shook her head as her 
cellphone began ringing. She answered and heard Jim say, “What’s so 
fuckin’ urgent?”

He sounded more alert than normal for five a.m., and Sam asked, 
“How long have you been up?”

“Long enough to have ignored your damn call.”
“You never ignore your cell. What the hell’s going on?”
“Nothing. What do you want?”
“I just thought you might like to come downtown to an accident 

slash crime scene.”
“And why would I want to do that?”
“Because there has been a skydiving accident at the Wilshire Grand 

Center.”
“A fuckin’ skydiving accident? Hardly. I hate to break it to you, but 

I’ve seen plenty of jumper scenes.”
“Not like this one. First, the guy was skydiving not jumping to his 

death, and according to the locals on scene, the deceased is Mr. Greg 
Baldwin, one of the founding partners of Foster Baldwin Structural 
Engineers.”

Sam stopped talking, and Jim asked, “And is there a third reason?”
“He’s done this before and lived, jumping from the very building 

that he helped design.”
“Okay, but what does that have to do with me?”
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“I don’t want to spoil the surprise. I just received a text from Jade that 
she and Jessica are on their way to the scene. Baldwin has something in 
his cold, dead hand, and I think that everyone including John and Chris 
are going to be interested in it.”

Jim hung up, and Cindy asked, “Let me guess. You have to go.” Jim 
nodded as he walked into the bathroom and started the shower. Cindy 
followed him in and asked, “Do you have time for a quickie?”

Jim smiled and said, “Hop in. The dead man I’m going to see won’t 
be going anywhere soon.”

Sam was looking at Greg’s left hand, which held a piece of lime 
green cloth. She could make out enough of the writing, and a smile 
crossed her face. There in the battered dead hand of Greg Baldwin was 
the name of his killer. Only one initial could be seen, but the last name 
was clear. ‘e Spaulding’.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
“Why is the hair standing up on  

the back of my damn neck?”

A
lice Spaulding.” Jim was standing in the middle of a shutdown 
Wilshire Boulevard. It was ten after six, and the sun was gleaming 
off the glass and steel structure. Jade had removed the tag from 

Greg’s hand, and it had been processed in as evidence. Jim was holding 
the evidence bag in one hand and his cellphone in the other. Sam was 
standing in front of Jim as he spoke over the phone with John.

“Turns out that Ms. Spaulding is a skydiver. I don’t know how 
Baldwin ended up with this in his damn hand, but one thing is for certain, 
this wasn’t a damn stunt accident, and Spaulding was with Baldwin 
before he made the leap.”

John was sitting in the conference room of the lair with Lance and 
Philly. “I agree. It was no accident. I now know what the target is and 
who is doing what and how they plan to extort the ransom from the city.”

Jim stood holding his phone and handed the evidence bag to Sam 
and said, “Okay. I’m all a fuckin’ tingle. Details.”

“
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“Alice Spaulding is the power behind this terror group, and Becky 
Stoltz and Bobbie Aster are in it as well.”

“The target?”
“The Oscars at the Dolby Theater.”
“Are you fuckin’ kidding me? That’s going off in a few days.”
“Terry Gallo is their munitions expert, and he has developed an 

explosive that is practically undetectable according to Ms. Stoltz. I know 
where he is, and from what I have extracted from Stoltz a large portion of 
the explosives are already on scene and have been built into the statuary.”

“And let me guess…they’re to be remote detonated just like the 
other blast.”

“Yep, and if Gallo finds out that Stoltz has been grabbed he could 
blow the place just out of spite before the show.”

“So, grab the son of a bitch; this isn’t fuckin’ rocket science.”
“I’m sending Lance and Philly back in. They’re going to look for 

the explosives.”
“Why is the hair standing up on the back of my damn neck?”
“We have to know what we’re dealing with, Jim, and the only way 

to know is for the guys to find it. Once we know what we are dealing 
with, I can grab Gallo.”

Jim took a deep hit off his cigarette, grabbed Sam by the arm, and 
pulled her away from the others on scene and asked, “So, what the fuck, 
John? Are you going to wait for another body or another explosion 
before you kill these fuckers?”

“No. I need you and Sam to drop Spaulding.”
“And just how the hell are we supposed to do that?”
“She’s working out of the Wilshire tower in the Foster Baldwin offices 

on the seventy-third floor. You followed Aster last night and said she was 
with Martin Gomez, who happens to be the manager of the theater.”

“Yeah, and?”
“I’ll send Chris to take Aster. Gomez hasn’t a clue of what is going on.”
“Okay, so we grab Spaulding and bring her to you. Chris grabs Aster, 

and you take out Gallo?”
“Yes.”
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“And this is supposed to happen when?”
“As soon as you two can get moving. Chris is on his way to Aster’s 

house, and once Lance and Philly report back to me on the explosives I 
will grab Gallo.”

Jim dropped the smoke on the ground and then ground it out with his 
foot and asked, “And if Gallo gets wind of these movements?”

“Let’s not think like that.”
“Sure. You’re right. Let’s not think about a dumb ass psycho blowing 

up who knows how much of Hollywood and killing who knows how 
many. Let’s just wing it and see what the fuck happens.”

John was looking at Lance and Philly as he spoke, “Get moving; we 
don’t have much time.”

Jim hung up the phone and asked Sam if she’d ever had déjà vu. She 
looked at him with confusion, and he asked, “Do you remember your 
near explosive end with the Reaper?” Sam nodded slowly. “Well, we 
have a city in the same situation.”

Stan Foster was allowed into the building but wasn’t told what had 
happened. He arrived at his office just before seven to find no staff. 
He walked the halls and then went to the roof top balcony of his office 
and looked down at the police and fire units nearly a thousand feet 
below him. He pulled out his cellphone and called Greg but got only 
voicemail. He paced for several minutes then called Becky’s cell and 
got voicemail as well.

“What the hell is going on? Where is everyone?”
“Well, Becky appears to be off the grid, and Greg…” Alice paused 

for a moment and said, “Well, Greg had an accident last night.”
“When did you get into town, and what the hell happened to Greg?”
“Yesterday afternoon.”
“And Greg?”
“Greg liked to live a little too dangerously.”
“He didn’t?”
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“He did.”
Stan’s eyes welled up with tears, and he said, “I told that dumb ass 

he was going to get killed.”
“He had a death wish, Stan. You know that.”
“So, that’s what’s going on down below?”
“I would assume so.”
Stan looked up at the morning sky and asked, “How do you know 

it’s Greg? They didn’t tell me anything.” Alice stood up and asked if 
he’d like some coffee. He nodded, and Alice walked into his office and 
returned a few minutes later with a serving tray with a pot and two cups. 
She poured the coffee and said, “I know it’s Greg because I was here 
when he suited up for the jump.”

“You were here? You saw what happened?”
Alice nodded, taking a sip of her coffee. “Indeed…and it was 

horrific. Did you know that Greg skydived without a reserve chute?”
“What? Why on earth would he do something so stupid?”
“I don’t know. He told me that he liked to live dangerously and if he 

died he died.”
Stan took a sip of his coffee and said, “Well, he died alright. I can’t 

believe this. Have the police been up here yet?”
“Not that I’m aware of. I’ve only been here for about a half hour.”
“How did you get into the building?”
“I’m at the Ritz. I walked.”
“Were you detained?”
“Nope. No one even saw me come in. They were all working hard 

on the other side of the building were Greg landed.” Stan finished off his 
coffee, and Alice refreshed it and asked if he’d eaten breakfast.

“I don’t eat breakfast,” he said. “I have my first meal in the early 
afternoon.” He went to stand up and fell back into his chair. He shook 
his head hard and said, “How strange. I suddenly feel heavy and tired.”

Alice laughed and said, “Well, you’ve been under an extreme 
amount of pressure and have been doing a ton of traveling. Isn’t the 
final payment for this job due in today?” He nodded his head lazily, and 
Alice let out a little laugh.
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“What have you done, Alice?”
“Drugged you, Stan. Well…more like poisoned you.”
Stan tried to rise again only to fall back down. He looked at Alice 

and asked, “Why, Alice, why?”
“I’m sure that’s what Greg was thinking while hurtling toward the 

ground this morning with an inoperable parachute.”
“Jesus Christ! You murdered Greg?”
She nodded and said, “I did, and now it’s your turn.”
“But why?”
“You know too much.” Stan started to convulse and heard Alice 

say, “If you could only see how ridiculous you look right now.” She 
opened a video application on her phone and began to livestream 
Stan’s death over the internet. He was frothing at the mouth and 
jerking uncontrollably in his chair. His muscles were in full spasm. 
He was trying to speak but nothing was coming out but muddled weak 
groans, and saliva was running down his face like an overflowing soda 
can. Alice continued laughing as Stan struggled for several minutes 
to breathe. When he grew still, she put the phone down on a table 
and pointed it at the glass railing, then she pushed Stan’s chair to the 
ledge. She lifted his chair up, and Stan fell forward and landed on the 
railing. Next, she took the phone and held it over Stan’s head, looking 
down seventy-three stories to a parking lot at the rear of the building. 
She grabbed his belt and slowly began to slide him over the railing. 
He was twitching as she filmed and fell in slow motion to the ground. 
Her camera caught him striking the ground in an explosion of blood 
and body parts. She turned off the video feed and then returned to his 
office and said, “Two down, three to go.”

Moments later, she called Bobbie. “I’m at the office. Greg Baldwin 
decided to skydive off the spire last night, and his chute failed.”

“Oh, dear God! Is he dead?”
“Oh, yes, very much. Were he and Stan close?”
“How do you mean?”
“I mean were they lovers or something?”
“Not that I’m aware of. Why?”
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“Well, Stan took a header off his office balcony about five minutes 
ago. I walked to the building from my hotel and learned that Greg was 
dead. When I got to the office Stan was looking over the balcony. I 
called out to him, and he just looked at me and then slid over the railing 
and fell to his death.”

“This can’t be happening. Have you called 911?”
“They’ll be here soon. Are you still with Martin?” She said yes 

and asked why Alice wanted to know. “Well, I assume the authorities 
will want to search the office in only a few hours, and if there is 
anything incriminating about our mission it could be discovered. 
Where is the virus?”

“Becky has it. She told me it is in a hazmat safe.”
“Where is the damn safe, Bobbie?” Bobbie was crying and fumbling 

on her laptop as Alice yelled at her though the phone. “The safe, Bobbie. 
Where is the goddamned safe? If the police search this office and find 
that virus and the plans for the kills we’ve made and are planning, we 
are all going to prison.”

Bobbie typed in her password and said through sobs, “The safe is in 
Becky’s office behind a false panel behind her desk.”

Alice ran to Becky’s office with the phone to her ear. “Okay, I’m in 
Becky’s office. How do I access the safe?”

“There’s a button in her top drawer that moves the panel.” Alice 
pulled the drawer open, threw some papers on the floor, and pressed the 
button. She looked at the safe and said, “Jesus, Bobbie! How the fuck do 
I access it?” Alice was staring at a green keypad the size of a hand with 
several small buttons below it with symbols.

“It’s a hand scanning lock. Put me on video chat, and I will walk you 
through it.”

Jade and Jessica had given the all clear to remove Greg’s body and 
were leaving the scene. Sam and Jim entered Foster Baldwin and could 
hear two women speaking loudly. He pulled his service weapon and 
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told Sam to follow him. They followed the sound of Alice’s voice down 
several corridors of open offices. There was no one around, and Jim 
passed the tray with the coffee pot and cups.

“Bobbie, slow the fuck down. Give me the symbols in order. Does 
this thing have a time delay for each code entered?”

“Yes. You have five seconds between key strokes and only five tries 
before it locks you out, then there will be no way to get it open unless 
Becky swipes her hand across it or you call a safe specialist.”

Alice was shaking her head. “Yeah, Bobbie, that’s what I’m gonna 
do. I’m gonna call a safe expert to open a safe that contains a biological 
weapon and detailed terror plans.”

Jim could see Alice with her back to him. Sam stood on the other 
side of the door and watched as he pulled out a tranquilizer gun.

“Bobbie, it didn’t work, and this is going to be my fourth time. If I 
get locked out of this safe, I’m going to kill you with my bare hands.”

Bobbie slowly guided Alice in the sequence again, and when the 
safe door released she breathed a sigh of relief. “You need to take care 
of Martin.”

“But he doesn’t know anything. I’m not killing an innocent man.”
Alice looked at the phone’s camera and said, “He’s a loose end. Kill 

him, or I’ll do it myself.”
Alice hung up the phone and pulled the safe open. She gasped, and 

Jim asked, “You wouldn’t be searching for a highly infectious virus, 
would you Ms. Spaulding?”

Alice turned away from the empty safe and came face to face with 
Jim and Sam. Her face dropped, and Jim shot her in the chest. She was 
sliding down the wall as the drug took effect and asked, “But how could 
you know?”

Sam smiled and said, “A HUGE bird told us, and now we’re taking 
you to talk to him.”

Alice’s face was distorted, and she asked, “Bird? What damn bird?”
Jim laughed and said, “I am most certain you have heard of him. 

He’s known as the Iron Eagle.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
“Oh, how I long for the old days of 

mercury switches and primer cord.”

C
hris was dressed in a suit and tie when he parked his car in front 
of Bobbie’s house. His body armor was uncomfortably pressing 
against the muscles in his chest, arms, and legs. He checked both 

his service weapon and tranquilizer gun and approached the front door.

Bobbie was standing over Martin, who was snoring loudly. There 
were two empty Champagne bottles and glasses on the dresser. She had 
tears running down her face, and they had dripped mascara and makeup 
onto her nude breasts. She had a pillow in her hands and she whispered, 
“I drugged you last night Martin; this won’t hurt, I promise. I’m sorry, 
but orders are orders.” She started to lower the pillow over Martin’s face 
when she heard her doorbell. “Shit!” She ran to the closet and put on a 
robe then dried her eyes and looked down the long hall to the front door. 
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Through the smoked glass she could see the silhouette of a large person. 
She grabbed a gun and put it in her robe as she approached the door. She 
looked through the peep hole and asked, “Who is it?”

“Federal Agent, Ms. Aster. Please open the door.” Bobbie put her 
hands over her mouth to hold back a scream, and Chris rapped on the 
door again more sternly and said, “Ms. Aster, I know it’s you. We need 
to have a conversation. Now, we can do that here, or I can have a team 
of agents here in five minutes, and we can take you downtown.” Bobbie 
opened the door a crack and asked to see his ID. He held up his badge 
and ID card. She had the gun in her right hand behind her back as she 
slowly opened the door. Chris had the tranquilizer gun in his hand, and 
he rushed the door, pushing Bobbie to the floor and fired. Bobbie’s gun 
went off as she fell, striking Chris in the shin. He jumped up and down 
several times then pulled up his pants leg to see that the bullet had not 
pierced his armor. He kicked the gun away from Bobbie and looked 
around the house. “Where is Gomez?”

“Out. I drugged him.”
Chris watched as Bobbie started to go out then looked at his shin 

again and said, “You’re lucky, bitch. I’m going to have a nasty bruise. 
If you had hit my shin, I would have blown your goddamned head off.” 
Once Bobbie was out, Chris zip tied her and then cleared the house. He 
found Martin asleep in the master bedroom. He checked him for a pulse, 
which was strong. Chris saw the bottles and glasses on the dresser. He 
put on a pair of gloves and handled the stemware, smelling them both. 
He pulled his nose away from the first one immediately and said, “Man, 
she must have really gotten you smashed because this glass is covered in 
chloroform. You’re lucky you’re not dead.” He put the glass down then 
went out to his car and pulled it up the circular drive. It was secluded, 
and he was able to put her body in the trunk, leaving Martin behind 
while calling 911.
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A delivery truck had just been cleared through security and was 
unloading statues and other props for the Academy Awards, and Lance 
and Philly watched from a distance as the units were being checked out 
by bomb sniffing dogs and state and federal bomb squads before being 
cleared to enter the theater. Lance laughed and said, “What do you think 
Gallo used to mask the scent?”

Philip just shrugged and said, “I don’t know, but we better start with 
the newest batch of items as they are being placed.” The two men walked 
the theater looking at the layout of the props. As soon as the huge Oscar 
statues had been placed near the front of the main stage, they went up 
and began to examine them. One of the workers spotted them and asked, 
“Aren’t you food service personnel?” The two men flashed their FBI 
credentials, and the worker shook his head and walked off.

Lance looked at Philly and said, “This is security? It’s a wonder 
no one has blown these idiots to pieces sooner.” They laughed and 
went back to work. Lance spotted a small lower section on the rear of 
the statue that wasn’t completely covered in gold paint. He pulled a 
pen knife out of his pocket and scraped at it a little, and it flaked off, 
exposing a light brown substance. “Give me a bag.” He took several 
samples from the statue and handed the bag to Philly. The two walked 
backstage and away from all the commotion of the theater. Lance pulled 
out the bag, and Philly opened a small plastic box he had in his pocket. 
The box looked like a testing kit for swimming pool water; there were 
vials and liquids, and Philly took the contents of the bag and began to 
mix and match them in the vials. As he worked, Lance watched, and 
when Philly raised the final vial full of liquid Lance shook his head and 
said, “That fucker is a genius; it’s a completely undetectable explosive.”

“Indeed. He is brilliant. It takes C4 to a whole new level. Look at the 
vial, Lance. It’s fuckin’ green.”

Lance nodded and said, “We have to find the detonators.” Philly 
nodded, and the two men went back to the statue and began to look it over 
from top to bottom. After several minutes, Lance said, “This isn’t going 
to work. We need a smaller specimen, and we need to be able to get it out 
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of here and back to the shop.” Philly nodded and looked around. Lance 
was looking around when a large pallet of props was being dropped on the 
stage. He asked the guy, “Did these just come off the same delivery truck?”

“Yeah. Why?”
“No reason. Thanks.” Once the guy was gone, he grabbed three 

small statues and took them to the back of the theater and asked Philip 
to bring the truck around to get them out.

The sun was high, and John was standing on the deck off the lair 
when Jim and Sam came in. “Do you have Ms. Spaulding?”

“Yep…and I don’t think she is going to be happy to meet you,” Sam 
said with a bit of a lilt in her voice.

“That’s a trend that Chris brought up when I introduced myself to 
Ms. Stoltz.”

Jim laughed and lit a cigarette and asked, “Did Chris get his prey?”
John nodded, staring out at the sea. Sam sat down on a piece of 

lounge furniture, drew a deep breath, and asked hesitantly, “This isn’t 
even close to over, is it?” John just said no.

Jim was leaning on one of the clear glass panels overlooking the sea 
and asked, “Have you heard from Lance and Philly?” John shook his 
head, and Jim took a deep hit off his cigarette and said, “I’ve seen that 
look before. What are you contemplating?”

John turned and looked at the two and said, “I have all of the 
information I need on the plot. Stoltz gave up everyone. The issue that 
we are faced with is the explosives that Mr. Gallo has been working 
on that are completely undetectable. This raises the stakes really, really 
high. I know where Gallo is, and for the moment he has no idea that his 
co-conspirators are in my custody.”

Chris came out onto the landing and sat on the arm of the chair that 
Sam was sitting in and said, “Aster is prepared in room three. Where do 
you want to put Spaulding?”
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“Put her in room four and put an extra gurney in the rack room.”
“For Gallo?”
“Perhaps. I might just have to take Gallo out quickly in order to 

prevent the explosives from detonating.”
“Has it occurred to you that this Gallo guy might just have other 

ways to detonate the explosives, even in death?” Jim asked.
John said yes, and Sam asked, “What about Lance and Philly? They 

have to know something.” John pulled out his cellphone and put it on 
speaker and called Lance.

“Your eminence! So nice to hear from you.” Lance’s voice was 
bright, and Philly was laughing in the background.

“What can you tell us?”
“Us? Who the fuck is us?”
“I have the whole crew here. We have everyone but Gallo. Where 

are you two?”
“At our shop. Philly and I have dismantled one of the props for 

the show. Gallo is a bomb making genus. The material he’s using can 
be purchased off the radar; the bombs are completely undetectable, 
remarkably stable, and extremely powerful. Just one statue has about 
two tablespoons of explosive in its base encased in a remote explosive 
case, and the fucker has equipped the remote transmitter and receiver 
with a rolling code system.”

John looked up at the sky and asked, “Like you would use in a garage 
door opener or alarm system?”

“Yeah, but better. The code is encrypted, but the unit is constantly 
sending out code that can be used by several different devices.”

Chris chimed in and said, “That’s not possible.”
“Oh, but it is. Oh, how I long for the old days of mercury switches 

and primer cord. This fucker has linked this remote to several different 
triggering devices. My best guess right now, and that’s all I can do is 
guess, is that he has this set up to detonate with a cellphone, a remote 
control like a garage door opener, or a command code from a tablet or 
computer.”
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“What’s the range?” asked John.
“That’s the beauty of this thing. He can do it with a remote standing 

near the theater, or he could detonate it from fuckin’ Siberia with a 
laptop or smartphone so long as he has a signal.”

“Are there any fail safes or booby traps if you try to block the 
signal?”

“Oh yeah. If I try to block the signal or the signal is interrupted, 
then the explosives self-detonate. Like I said, John, this fuckin’ guy is 
a genus.”

“There has to be a way to mirror the signal back to itself, so it appears 
as if the code is working but has been intercepted.”

Lance looked at Philly and asked, “Any ideas on that one, Philly?”
He had a thoughtful look on his face and then said, “We could create 

a counter rolling device using the same technology that Gallo is using.”
John was nodding his head. “That’s it. You can use the unit you have 

there to create the mirror. If you code it correctly, you should be able to 
jam the detonation indefinitely, and that will allow me to grab Gallo and 
give you two time to eliminate the threat.”

Lance was looking at the statue. “We can do that, but it won’t stop 
detonation.”

“What do you mean? Wouldn’t the mirror be infinite?”
“Yes and no; that’s the problem. What Gallo has here is a rudimentary 

form of artificial intelligence. The rolling sequences are running in 
milliseconds. The reality is that while there are trillions of codes, sooner 
or later the source code is going to pick up a repeating pattern.”

“You mean it will realize that it has been compromised?”
“It will start to recognize that it is running the same sequences 

over and over, and once that happens it will lock number after number 
until it locks a frequency, and then it will detonate. At least I think 
that’s what will happen. I don’t know, John. This is a whole new world 
of explosives and technology. We could create the mirror and set it  
to run and blow everything sky high. I’m flying by the seat of my 
pants here.”
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“We have to do something, and this seems like the best possibility.”
“I agree, but you have to realize that at some point you are going to 

have to shut down the theater and get that material out of there. If Gallo 
has put any other explosives in the theater, and we don’t know where 
they are…” There was a pause. “Kaboom, and you’re going to have 
innocents die at some point.”

Chris asked, “Is there any way to develop a tracking device for this?”
“Yeah, of course there is. It’s a matter of how long it will take to 

create it. Philly is the master of chemical components; I just blow shit 
up or disarm it.”

John spoke up and asked, “Philly, do you know the elements that are 
in the explosives?”

“For the most part. One of the things that makes the bombs 
undetectable is the lack of metal being used in the mixture. Also, there 
is a shitload of nitrogen and ammonia, which tells me that this is most 
likely a manure-based explosive paste.”

John asked, “If it’s feces, why can’t the dogs pick it up?”
“There are other earthy elements in it that mask the scent.”
“Can you create something that can detect this stuff?”
“As I said, I can create anything. I just don’t know how long it will 

take. I might get it in an hour, or it could take a year. I do, however, want 
to know how this is made because we could use this in cases that would 
work for the Eagle as well as get the tracking information leaked to all 
government agencies, so they can look for this.”

Chris asked, “Why would we want to do that?”
Lance laughed. “Terrorism! If anyone else gets their hands on this 

formula, and they want to use it to do harm, they could put it in anything, 
and they could get it into buildings, planes, trains…the uses for evil are 
limitless.”

John agreed. “Gallo has made this for a terror plot. He may not be 
the original creator, but if this deal goes south for him and he escapes, 
he can sell the technology to terrorist nations and usher in a whole new 
era of bombing.”
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“I think that Gallo created this. If it had been around, it would have 
been used already,” Lance said. “Philly will get working on detection 
while I get on encryption and mirroring. We’ll let you know when we 
have more news.”

John hung up the line, and Jim said, “We’re fucked!”
Sam shook her head and said, “No, the world as we know it is 

fucked. If the Eagle can’t get Gallo without these bombs going off, it 
will be the end of the world.”

John looked at the group and said, “The world just changed before 
our eyes. What we need to do now is get detection abilities, so we can 
stop this plot, and disarming capabilities, so I can get Gallo, and we can 
save lives. We need a diversion where Gallo is.”

Jim looked at Sam and asked, “Don’t we have both a terrorist and 
active shooter training set for the LA office today?”

“Yes, but we’re doing it at the academy.”
Jim got the address for Gallo from John and ran it. There was a 

vacant building across the street. He smiled and said, “Change of plans. 
We are going to do it right across the street from Gallo.”

Sam asked, “Come again?”
“Let’s send in the deputies who are going to act the part of the 

shooters. Then we will send in our SWAT services and create an active 
crime scene.”

John and Chris both nodded, and Sam asked, “So you want to create 
an active crime scene across the street from a guy with the technology, 
and most likely the materials, to kill all of our people?”

“That’s what we get paid for.”
“But you’re not going to tell them what’s going on. You are just 

going to let them believe that they are in a simulation?”
“That’s right. It will allow time for John and the rest of the guys to 

work out the technology issues.”
“You heard what they said. It could take an hour or a year.”
Jim laughed. “Lance and Philly work best when under pressure. 

They’ll have something within an hour or less. If we get on scene and 
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put our people through the training, Gallo will be none the wiser. That 
area is a high crime area, and we are raiding buildings there all the time. 
It’s the perfect distraction.” Jim looked at John and asked, “What the 
fuck do you think?”

“At this point, if you can do it, then do it. Given the police presence 
out there and the crime rate, it won’t come as a surprise to Gallo. If 
you buy me the time, then perhaps Philly and Lance can get something 
going, and I can get to Gallo.”

Sam agreed and made the changes for the training. “Okay, the people 
have been deployed.”

“I will call Jesus and have him leak it to the media as breaking news, 
so it gets on TV. It’s got to look real, Sam. If Gallo thinks it’s a setup for 
even a second, he will kill everyone he can and that includes himself.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
“…outside of being a cold-blooded 

killer, John would make a great father.”

T
erry woke to the sound of sirens near the complex and walked the 
halls looking for the source with a key fob in his hand. The windows 
in the two-story concrete building were heavily tinted, and the glare 

from the morning sun made it so no one could see in. He watched a fire 
truck and ambulance pull into the complex across the street and firemen 
and paramedics run in. It wasn’t long before two sheriff’s cruisers pulled 
up on scene, and he watched as the fire and paramedics ran out of the 
building, and police hid behind the doors of their cruisers guns drawn. 
Terry was watching the situation unfold, and he turned on a TV mounted 
on an office wall, and the breaking news headlines were scrolling across 
the screen. A female reporter looked into the camera with a smile in her 
eyes as she described a standoff in an industrial complex where shots 
had been fired and police were on scene.

He watched as the news helicopter shot video and aired it. His 
building was in the frame as well, and he shook his head and said, “You 
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have to be fuckin’ kidding me!” In a matter of minutes, there were SWAT 
units and more sheriff’s department cars. There was a deputy calling out 
over a bullhorn to someone inside the building. Shots rang out, and 
officers returned fire. A bullet struck the window next to Terry, sending 
a projectile ricocheting off one of the concrete walls and onto the floor 
next to him. He picked up the shattered bullet, looked at it closely, and 
said, “An AR-15. Someone is in deep shit.” Two deputies ran across the 
street to his building, and he hurried down the stairs to the first floor and 
opened the door. “What’s going on, officers?”

The two deputies pushed their way into the front foyer of the 
building, and one of them ordered Terry to the floor. Terry stepped back 
but did not comply, and as the two deputies lay on their stomachs aiming 
high-powered rifles at the building across the street, Terry sat down in 
a receptionist’s chair and asked, “Would someone like to tell me what 
is going on?”

One of the officers was peering through a high-powered scope and 
said, “You heard the gunfire. You know what’s going on.”

“I heard the gunfire, but I didn’t know if that was from you or 
someone in the building across the street.”

Terry’s tone was calm and even, and the other deputy looked up at 
him and asked, “Are there any other people in this building?” Terry said 
no. “We told you to get down.”

“No thanks. I’ll watch from here. So, you have an active shooter 
situation, huh?”

Chatter came over the deputy’s radio, and he responded that they 
were in position across the street at an elevated angle. Terry started 
laughing and said, “You two aren’t even close to being elevated. I was 
upstairs in my office, and a bullet came flying through the window and 
landed on the floor next to me.” The deputies didn’t respond, and Terry 
sat back in his chair and asked, “Are you two new to SWAT? I’m only 
asking because I am a Marine trained sniper and munitions expert, and 
the only thing you’re going to hit from where you are laying is one 
of your own men or a civilian. I know that you guys don’t care about 
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killing innocents, but you could at least make it look like you know 
what the fuck you’re doing.”

“You’re a real smart ass, mister.”
“I’m not trying to be, deputy. I’m speaking fact. If you two brain 

surgeons want to get a bird’s eye view of the building across the street 
where you might be able to get a damn shot, follow me.” The two men 
laid on the ground looking through their scopes. Terry shook his head 
and said, “Whoever is in that building is using an AR-15 assault rifle, 
and based on the rifling on what’s left of the bullet, the shooter has a 
silencer on the weapon.”

One of the deputies asked, “How the fuck can you possibly  
know that?”

“I told you…I’m an expert marksmen and sniper. I have a permit to 
carry, and I have several AR-15s as well as full military sniper rifles. I 
know what the fuck I’m talking about.”

One of the deputies rolled onto his side and asked, “Are you telling 
me that you’re armed?” Terry nodded and showed the deputy a shoulder 
holster with a weapon in it under his shirt. The deputy looked over at his 
partner and then back to Terry, then pointed his weapon at him and said, 
“On the ground now.”

Terry complied as shots rang out from the building across the 
street. “You will find my permit to carry in my wallet along with my 
military and civilian ID.” The deputy rifled through Terry’s wallet 
and pulled the paperwork and then radioed Terry’s information to his 
dispatcher.

“Don’t make a move, Mr. Gallo, or I will put a bullet into your 
skull.”

Terry started laughing and said, “I have no doubt about that, pal. 
You’re a newbie, aren’t you? You have no idea what will happen if I 
have a hair on my head harmed.” Gallo paused. The key fob was now in 
his front shirt pocket, and he was trying not to put too much pressure on 
it as not to kill everyone, and asked, “So…you have two, three months 
on the job? How the fuck did you get on the SWAT team?”
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The deputy’s partner, an older heavy-set man who was still looking 
through his scope, laughed and said, “This guy isn’t a threat, and he 
called you out perfectly.” The dispatcher came back over the radio 
clearing Terry and telling the deputy that Terry was a highly decorated 
former Marine with several marksmen medals as well as the bronze and 
silver star and two purple hearts. “You have yourself a war hero, there. 
Tell him thanks for his service.”

Terry rolled onto his back and asked, “May I get up now?” The 
deputy moved his weapon and allowed Terry to stand. He walked over 
to the double doors where the other cop was still looking through his 
scope and asked, “Do you want me to help you out, or do you want to 
lay here looking like a couple of fools?”

Karen was sipping a cup of coffee when Sara walked into the kitchen 
and asked how she was doing.

“Um…I have to admit feeling very, very strange. My daughter is 
dead; I have lost the ability to ever have children, and I have been working 
with you and John to help kill people. It all flies in the face of logic.”

Sara sat down at the island table, and Karen poured her a cup of 
coffee as well as freshened her own. Sara thanked her and said, “I can 
only imagine what you’re going through.”

Karen took a sip of her coffee and said, “You have that right.” 
She paused and asked, “Have you and John ever talked about having 
children?” Sara shook her head. “Why not? Outside of being a cold-
blooded killer, John would make a great father.” Sara laughed lightly 
and sipped her coffee without answering. “What is it, Sara?

“We can’t have children.”
“I don’t understand…you can’t? John can’t?” Sara was visibly 

anxious, and Karen responded to her movements. “I’ve struck a chord.” 
Sara nodded, and Karen said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

Sara nodded and said, “When I was fifteen, I was raped. It was violent.”
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“Does John know?” Sara shook her head. “Why not?”
“It’s in the past, and John has had enough to carry between his own 

life and Amber’s murder.”
“So, did you get pregnant from the rape?” Sara shook her head, 

and Karen’s face dropped, and her eyes filled with tears. “It wasn’t just 
penile rape, was it?”

“No...it was a violent attack by two men under the bleachers of my 
high school.”

Sara took a sip of her coffee, and Karen said, “You don’t have to talk 
about this if you don’t want to.”

“You’ve been through a lot of shit. I imagine you can relate, Karen. 
I was a cheerleader and stayed late one night cleaning up and helping 
our coach get things done. When we were finished, the coach offered 
to walk me off the campus, but I refused. I walked across the field and 
was about to exit the stadium when I was grabbed from behind and 
pulled back under the bleachers. Two men in ski masks stripped me 
then tied off my ankles and wrists and spread my legs and arms between 
the scaffolding that held up the bleachers. They took turns raping 
and sodomizing me over several hours, then things turned even more 
violent. They used foreign objects, bottles, and coat hangers, which tore 
my uterus apart and damaged my reproductive organs. They left me 
beaten and bleeding under the bleachers with my panties in my mouth. 
I wasn’t found until late that night by a security guard. My parents were 
supportive and really worked to help me with counseling and treatment, 
but my chances of becoming a mother died that day.”

“And you have never told John?” She just shook her head. “Did they 
catch your attackers?”

“No.”
Karen sat silent for a few minutes and then asked, “And you’re 

hoping that they will end up in the Eagle’s lair?”
Sara sipped her coffee and said, “Both had several tattoos that I 

would recognize instantly as well as scars on their chests. I hold out 
hope that he will come across them.”
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“Why not just tell him? If he knows, he can look for them. He can 
check the databases. This happened pre-DNA. Was a rape kit done? Is 
the DNA still out there to be tested?”

Sara nodded and said, “I have my clothes in a bag, and they most 
likely have DNA on them.”

“Yet, you haven’t had them tested?” Sara said no. Karen was misty 
and said, “If it were me, and I had the opportunity to find those animals, 
I would do it.”

Sara nodded and said, “In time, Karen. Right now, there are more 
important things to deal with. Have you and Chris had a chance to talk 
about what you are going to do for the baby?”

“When has there been time? I feel a quiet funeral with close friends 
is appropriate, then we’ll cremate her.”

“No burial?”
“I don’t need a physical reminder of the loss. I hope you can relate 

to that. I have my own scars and you yours. I need to let this one created 
out of love be put to rest and then allow Chris and I to heal.”

Lance and Philly had been working most of the day on the explosives. 
They’d figured out how to detect the materials used, and Lance asked, 
“Philly, where are you with the blocking relay?”

Philly was sweating. He had a garage door remote in his hand and 
said, “I think I have it, but the only way to know is to use it on this 
bomb.”

Lance nodded and asked, “Will the remote signal penetrate a blast 
blanket?”

“Yeah, but this shit is really, really damaging when detonated. Just 
one teaspoon could blow a body apart.”

Lance pulled out a blast blanket and wrapped the statue in it and 
said, “Well, let’s take it to the back of the shop and either block it or set 
it off.”
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“It’s the only way we’re going to know if I got it.”
“And if you did get it, it is going to let us know how long it will take 

for the rudimentary AI to pick up the mirroring.”
Philly had a tablet out, and streams of arbitrary numbers were 

running across the screen from the explosives in the statue. He pressed 
the remote, and a second set of numbers began to run below the others, 
and they were exactly the same. Philly took a deep breath and said, “It’s 
working.”

“Can you set this up for the theater?”
“Yeah, but we need to go now.”
Lance looked back at the small room and the blast blanket and asked, 

“And how will we know if that mirror is discovered and detonates?”
Philly lifted his tablet, and there on a split screen was the room. “I 

have it on camera, and I have set the alarm to send me a message when 
the device detonates, if it does.”

The two men left the building, and Lance said, “Well, let’s hope to 
hell it takes days because if it is only minutes or hours we are going to 
have a shitload of dead bodies.”
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Chapter Thirty
“That is for me to know and  

you to definitely find out.”

C
hris and John received word from Philly that he had found a bypass 
for the explosives and that he and Lance were installing it at the 
theater. Jim and Sam were in John’s lair watching the active shooter 

situation they created. John watched as the LA Sheriff’s SWAT team 
descended on the small industrial street and as Jim and Sam looked on 
he said, “The media has it covered, and it all looks good.”

Jim said, “Terry Gallo’s bomb making facility is under siege, and 
hopefully he doesn’t know it.”

Sam looked closely at the monitor and then at John and said, “Two 
of my men are in that building.”

John nodded, and Chris asked, “With Philly having the blocking 
ability and this action going on, this might be the time to move, John.” 
He nodded and told Jim and Sam to get on scene and to keep their 
deputies focused.

Jim nodded and asked, “So, the Eagle is going to grab Gallo?”
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John stood up and said, “I won’t know until I’m face to face with 
him.”

Chris threw John a small brown bag and said, “Lance and Philly had 
this delivered to your house by one of their employees.”

John opened the bag, looked at its contents, and laughed. “What’s so 
damn funny?” Jim asked.

“Nothing. The guys just know how to give me options when I’m 
agonizing over something.”

All had looks of confusion on their faces, and Chris asked, “Should 
I put on my gear?”

John shook his head and said, “No…I have to deal with this myself.”
He walked out of the conference room, and Sam asked, “What the 

hell was that all about?”
Jim pulled a cigarette out of his top left pocket and lit it. After 

taking a few hits and hearing John’s truck leave the parking structure, 
he said, “Someone is going to die at that building. It might be the 
Eagle; it might be Gallo. Maybe both. He doesn’t want anyone else to 
get hurt.”

Chris looked at Jim and asked, “Are you telling me that John is on 
a suicide mission?”

Jim shrugged. “No. Two men will be in that building, but only one 
is going to come out.” Chris started for the conference room exit, and 
Jim yelled, “STOP!”

Chris turned with anger in his eyes and said, “I’m not going to let 
my friend and mentor be murdered.”

“It’s not your business, Chris. Get down to the Dolby, meet up with 
Lance and Philly. They have to pull a lot of props out of that facility, and 
you’re the federal agent who is going to be in charge of that operation.”

“No. I need to help John.”
Jim laughed and said, “You need to be an FBI agent and save civilian 

lives. Sam and I will be on scene where John is. You need to somehow 
get the statuary out of the theater with the blessing of Martin Gomez.”

“And just how the hell am I supposed to do that?”
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Sam spoke up and said, “By telling him the truth. His show is 
compromised. Tell him it’s to keep a city from panicking. He needs to 
follow your instructions completely.”

“And you think he’ll comply?”
Jim said, “The statuary can be replaced. I can see to that as soon as 

the bombs have been removed. I will call in a few favors, and new units 
will be placed at the theater starting tomorrow. As long as those bombs 
don’t go off, the show will go on.”

“And if they blow?”
“Depending on where you are in the vicinity, you may or may not 

know about it.”
Chris paced for a few seconds and asked, “What do I have them do 

with the bombs?”
“Lance and Philly will deal with that. Have them delivered to John’s 

barge at the Port of Los Angeles. I will set it up.”
“And you don’t think that a bunch of delivery people aren’t going to 

ask questions about putting Oscar props on a floating barge?”
Sam just shook her head and said, “Please just go, Chris. We have a 

lot to do. We know what we’re doing.”
Chris walked out, and Jim stubbed out his cigarette and said, “Let’s 

get to the scene of the crime.”
“The scene of the crime? You mean the active shooter situation?”
Jim nodded and shrugged and said, “Yeah, sure.”
“What the fuck is going on, Jim?”
“That, my dear, is for me to know and you to definitely find out.”

The two deputies had followed Terry to the roof of the building, 
and both were able to set their rifles on the ledge with clear shots on the 
building below. Terry had been joking with them all the way up, making 
fun of their poor SWAT tactics. The two deputies seemed to take it in 
stride, and Terry said, “I have a high-powered rifle of my own if you 
want me to join you.”
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“You’re a civilian, Mr. Gallo. We can’t allow you to get involved in 
police procedure.”

“That is true, but you never know. I might just save your lives.”
“Thank you, sir, but we would both feel better if you went back into 

the building and allowed us to do our jobs.”
Terry shrugged and said, “Have it your way, but don’t say I didn’t 

offer to save you.”

The Eagle pulled his Silverado into an alley three buildings down 
from Gallo’s unit. He pulled a duffle bag from the backseat and put on 
his mask. He took the contents of the bag that Lance and Philly had sent 
him and put it into his vest. The area was under lockdown, and there 
was no one around. He made his way to Gallo’s building and then went 
over the rudimentary chart he was able to create based on the confession 
and information from Stoltz and the others. He spotted several cameras 
leading to the rear entrance of the building, and he pulled out a Ruger 
Mark IV Tactical handgun with silencer, looked through the scope, 
and shot out the cameras from two buildings away. He had his counter 
surveillance equipment on and approached the building. He disrupted 
the magnetic locking doors and slid inside.

Gallo had moved back down to the main level of the building 
and was putting together a Mossberg shotgun with silencer. He was 
humming a tune as he loaded the gun with shells. He laughed and said, 
“What a bunch of dumb asses.” There was an energy drink on the table, 
and he took a few swigs off the bottle and then put the weapon down and 
headed to the bathroom.
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The building had adequate light, so the Eagle was able to move 
freely down the narrow hallways. He opened several doors that revealed 
huge warehouses and statuary for the Oscars. He activated the small 
remote control that Philly had sent him then put it in a small trash can 
near the door. He moved back into the hallway and could hear humming 
coming from a bathroom. He could see Terry sitting on a toilet with a 
small tablet in his hands. The Eagle moved across the hall and slipped 
into Terry’s work room. He pulled another item from his chest protector 
and then dropped it into the bottle of liquid on the work bench next to 
the shotgun then slipped out the back door that led to the roof.

He could hear laughter above him and a male voice saying, “What 
an asshole that Gallo guy is. Shit. This is only an exercise.”

The Eagle heard another male voice ask, “Are you going to tell 
him?”

“Oh, hell no. I’m going to lay here until we are told to move then 
tell that dick that we have to clear the scene and split.” The two laughed, 
and the Eagle saw Terry return and pick up his drink. He took several 
huge swigs then start fiddling with the shotgun. The Eagle looked 
around, but there were only two exit options: the roof or back into the 
room with Terry, who could see everything. The Eagle pulled a coin 
from his vest and threw it into a corner of the room. Gallo jumped and 
grabbed the shotgun and started pointing it around. His eyes followed 
the source of the sound, and as he explored the area, the Eagle slipped 
back into the room and hid behind several large benches with statues 
on them.

Chris had met up with Lance and Philly, who were speaking with 
Martin Gomez about the current situation. “You’re telling me that there 
are an unknown number of props for the Academy Awards on these 
premises that could be detonated at any time?” Lance nodded. “And 
these props have an undetectable explosive?”
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Lance nodded again, and Philly said, “Mr. Gomez, I’m a trained 
munitions expert. I have figured out how to detect the explosives, and 
we can, at the moment, remove them safely. However, time is of the 
essence, and there is nothing more I can say.”

Martin looked at Chris and asked, “And you support this?”
“Mr. Gomez, they are the experts. If they say that a terrorist group 

that has already killed nearly a thousand Angelinos has bombs on site, 
and that those bombs could be detonated at any moment…” He paused 
then continued, “Yes. I would believe them. Now, if you don’t want to 
cooperate and insist on keeping all of this here, between you and me, 
I could care less. I wouldn’t mind seeing your group of A list celebrity 
liberal morons get blown to kingdom come, but that’s just me. So, you 
have two choices. Ignore us and tell us to pound sand and risk killing 
hundreds or thousands on national TV, or allow us to take this out now. 
Jim O’Brian told me he would hook you up with a company that can 
have the show ready for you without the possibility, outside of the 
ordinary nut jobs, of getting people killed.”

Martin looked at the men and said, “I’m not going to be responsible 
for deaths. If you say it needs to happen, then do it, but please be discreet.”

It was almost four p.m., and Terry had been pacing the room 
opposite the Eagle and the snipers for nearly an hour. He consumed all 
of his drink and had opened another bottle while making phone calls to 
Becky, Bobbie, Justin, and even Alice but got only voicemail. He was 
getting more and more agitated, and he pulled several remotes and a 
phone from a tablet case and placed them on the table in front of him. 
“Something is way the fuck off. I can’t reach anyone.” He was talking 
to himself while yelling at the phone in his hand. “For Christ sake, you 
assholes. Don’t you know I will just blow the whole job and get the fuck 
out of here? I don’t give a damn about the money.” He kept moving 
around then picked up a very, very small statue and held it tight in his 
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hands and said, “Fuck! I’ve got to kill someone to let off some steam.” 
He looked over at the roof top access and smiled then took a small steel 
pin from a drawer and pulled a larger one out of the statue and placed 
the smaller one in it and said, “A low grade charge. I can kill those dumb 
asses on the roof, and no one will be any the wiser.” Terry was putting 
extra compound around the pin and laughing lightly as he worked.

The Eagle had listened to Terry ramble for several hours. He heard 
of his plans to kill the roof top deputies and radioed to Jim to have 
the men leave the building via the fire escape. The deputies were gone 
instantly, and the Eagle slid past the open door and to the rooftop. Once 
on the roof, he radioed Jim again and told him to get his men out of the 
area as quickly as possible.

“What the fuck are you going to do?”
“Just get your people out.”
“And Sam and me?”
“That’s your call. I have a man who is losing control. I don’t have 

time to deal with him at the lair.”
“Then put a bullet in his head and be done with this shit.”
“That’s too kind. His cruelty needs to be met with the same. He has 

to know he’s going to die, and I will be the one to tell him.”
Jim shook his head, throwing his cigarette on the ground. “Goddamn 

it, John. I lost Barbara. Karen and Chris lost their kid. Don’t make it so 
that Sara and the rest of us lose you. That fucker isn’t worth it. He’s not 
worth it. Just shoot him.”

There was no response, and Sam looked at Jim and asked, “What 
do we do?”

Jim lit a cigarette and looked up at the roof and said, “Wait for it. No 
matter how you cut it, it’s going to be one hell of a spectacle.”
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Terry went to the roof, but the men were gone. He had the statue in 
one hand and the shotgun in the other. “Fuck! I can’t catch a break today.” 
He had no sooner said the words when he was grabbed from the back by 
the nose and throat. He struggled against the powerful arms choking him 
out, gulping for air. The Eagle moved his hand from Terry’s throat to 
his mouth and inserted an object and then released his nose and kept his 
hand over Terry’s face until he felt him swallow and released him.

Terry twirled around to see the black faceless mask of the Eagle and 
his shotgun on the ground at the Eagle’s feet. “What the fuck? Who the 
hell are you, and what did you just force me to swallow?”

“Swallowing while choking is an involuntary process, Mr. Gallo.”
“How do you know my name?”
“I know everything about you. I learned your entire history from a 

few of your pals.”
Terry looked hard at the Eagle then said, “There’s no way you got 

to them.”
“Oh, but I did, and they told me one hell of a story, a billion dollar 

story.”
Terry put his right hand over his chest and said, “I have a detonator 

in this pocket; the statue at your feet is a highly effective explosive, and 
all I have to do is press the button, and we’ll both die, just like those in 
the entertainment industry.”

“You’re referring to your planned bombing of the Academy Awards 
at the Dolby Theater?”

“Who the fuck did you grab?”
“Everyone, Mr. Gallo. Everyone.”
“That’s impossible.”
“Not at all. It’s about timing and opportunity.”
Terry stared hard at the Eagle and said, “It’s you, you son of a bitch. 

You’re the Iron Eagle?”
“Very impressive, Mr. Gallo. You figured that out all by yourself. 

You deserve a cookie!” Terry jerked his right arm, and the Eagle pulled 
out a remote control of his own.
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Terry looked at the Eagle’s hand and said, “A rolling detonator!”
The Eagle nodded and said, “What I fed you was a very, very special 

present made just for you by a world-renowned munitions expert.”
“Who made it?”
“Think about it, Mr. Gallo. You’ve done well so far. Who 

could break down everything you have created and kill you at the  
same time?”

Terry looked away for a fraction of a second and then back into 
the eyes of the Eagle and said in a low guttural tone, “Phillip fuckin’ 
Soranto. Son of a bitch. That fucker is in my business again? So, he 
figured out how to delay the detonation of the explosives.” The Eagle 
nodded. “He’s mirroring the signals?” The Eagle nodded once more. 
“And he knows that it is infinite, but that I have AI in the detonation 
process?”

“Yes, sir.”
“Did he give you a mirror flop rate?” The Eagle shook his head 

slowly, and Terry laughed and said, “Of course not. He knows that 
while a lot of numbers run in the sequence of a mirror, sooner or later 
a sequence will repeat, and the devices will self-detonate. And I bet 
you’re moving the devices as we speak.” The Eagle shrugged, and Terry 
laughed and said, “Yeah, you know what they’re doing. They can move 
the munitions, but when I detonate this device and we die, it will break 
the sequence, and the mirror will be discovered in a matter of a few 
hours. So, not only will you and I be dead, so will everyone in a ten-
block radius.”

Terry started laughing insanely, and as he got wild eyed and started 
to stomp his feet, the Eagle pressed the button on his remote and said, 
“May God NOT have mercy on your soul.” He held the remote out in 
front of him after pressing it, but nothing happened.

Terry laughed and said, “Only one of two things has happened, 
Mr. Eagle. Philly put a delay on detonation, so you could get clear, 
or he made a dud. I’m going with dud. I don’t make duds, Mr. Eagle. 
We’re both going to die.” Terry raised his right hand and then moved 
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to slam it on his chest. He could see the Eagle leaping away from the 
statue, and the explosion was instantaneous. Terry’s body exploded 
from the inside as his right hand struck his chest. The early evening 
sky was filled with a flash of light and a small mushroom cloud, and 
the upper floors of the building collapsed as the building was engulfed 
in flames.
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Chapter Thirty-One
“Um…problem!”

J
im and Sam were knocked over by the force of the blast. The flames 
engulfed the building in seconds, and smaller explosions were going 
off as sirens could be heard in the distance. Jim had seen an object 

flying off the roof, and he got to his feet and then grabbed Sam, and the 
two ran toward the building.

“Jim, what the fuck are you doing? This whole building is exploding.”
“I have to find John.”
Sam pulled on Jim’s arm and yelled over the roar of the flames and 

explosions, “If John or the Eagle was up there, he’s dead, Jim. We have 
to get away from this inferno.” Jim was trying to get to the building, 
but the flames were too intense. He pulled back cussing as he and Sam 
got back near their car and the first fire trucks arrived on scene. All hell 
broke loose again as firemen started to get water on the inferno. Jim 
and Sam were standing across the street, and Sam looked at Jim who 
had tears in his eyes and hugged him and said, “He knew what he was 
risking.” He didn’t respond. He just stood with his arms at his sides 
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staring at the flames. He was about to turn away when he saw a figure in 
black rise from the inferno, stand tall, and run away from the building. 
Sam was crying and said, “He knew what he was doing, Jim. He knew.”

Jim nodded with a wry smile on his face and said, “Yes, he sure as 
fuck did!”

Jade and Jessica were in the lair operating rooms helping Sara finish 
off the last of the Eagle’s guests. Sara had delivered them the last rites 
of the Eagle, and there were screams to those final words. “May God 
NOT have mercy on your soul,” Sara said slowly and deliberately. Jade 
and Jessica had heard about the Eagle’s sendoff but had never heard it 
in person.

Jade looked at Sara, who was stoic and cold as she said those words, 
and watched as Alice Spaulding’s eyes began to dilate into death. “Jesus, 
you’re one scary bitch,” Jessica said flatly.

Sara looked at her and said, “You have no idea.”
Jade watched as Alice died then said, “Well…there’s a bright spot.”
“And what is that?” Sara asked.
“We did the autopsy while she was alive, so we know what killed 

her.” There was a moment of silence, and then Jessica let out a loud 
laugh that caught the other two off guard. The laugh was so loud and 
obnoxious that Jade and Sara couldn’t catch themselves, and they began 
laughing as well. They were trying to catch their breath when John came 
into the operating room. His black body armor was burned and melted 
in spots; his mask was in his hands, and his face was covered in soot 
and burns.

Sara ran to him and asked, “Jesus, John! What happened?”
“Terry Gallo happened.” The women helped remove his body armor 

and assessed his injuries. Jessica pulled Alice’s body onto the tarped 
floor, making a bloody mess. She rolled the corpse in the plastic and 
then pulled it out of the way and put a clean sheet on as the women 
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helped John onto the gurney. He was laying nude and had multiple cuts 
and contusions as well as burns on his face, back, and chest.

His legs were blistered as well and as they assessed his injuries, Sara 
asked, “What really happened?”

“I told you Terry Gallo happened. Philly made a cocktail for him, 
and I blew him up just as he was blowing me up.”

Jade helped him sit up and was applying cold compresses to his 
chest and back as she said, “The good news is you only appear to have 
suffered first- and second-degree burns. Does it feel like anything’s 
broken?”

“No. I was moving to jump at the moment of ignition, and the force 
of the blast sent me flying off a two-story commercial building.”

Sara was checking John’s face and eyes and said, “I don’t know how 
the hell you stay alive, John.” She looked at his right leg and said, “You 
have some shards of glass in your calves.” He nodded, and Sara went 
to work. The three women worked on him for nearly an hour and when 
they had finally bandaged him up Jessica looked down at John’s nude 
body and said, “That’s one big cock.”

Sara started laughing as did Jade. John got red-faced, and Sara 
covered him with a blanket and said, “Yes, it is, and it’s all mine.”

Sara could hear Jim and Sam calling from the foyer of the lair, and 
John said, “They think I’m dead.” John pulled the blanket up over his 
head and laid perfectly still. The three women looked at each other, and 
Sara shrugged and said, “John’s not known for his humor, but let’s play 
along.”

The three walked out into the foyer, and Sam grabbed Sara and 
hugged her while crying and said, “I’m so sorry, Sara. We got here as 
fast as we could.”

“Sorry? Sorry about what?”
Jim wasn’t speaking, and Sam looked at him and said, “Are you 

going to tell her?”
Jim lit a cigarette and said, “John got the shit blown out of him this 

evening.”
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Sam slapped him across the face hard, sending his cigarette flying. 
“John was your friend, your best fucking friend, and that’s what you say 
to his widow?”

Jim shook his head hard then lit another cigarette and asked, “Is he 
here?”

Sam looked at him with disdain. “How the fuck could he be here, 
Jim? We saw him die.”

Jim took a drag off the cigarette and asked again, “Is he here?” Sara 
nodded and walked them into operating room three. John’s giant frame 
was draped in a white blanket, which sent Sam into hysterics.

She asked, “What? Wait…how did he get here?”
Sara was somber and said, “He drove himself home.”
Sam looked confused and asked, “So, he got here and then died?” 

Jim was standing off in a corner of the operating room with a slight smile 
on his face. Sam started screaming at him, “What’s so goddamn funny? 
That’s your best friend lying on that table. Your best damn friend.”

Jim laughed and said, “He was an asshole; he got what he deserved.” 
Sam stood in stunned silence as the others looked on. “Isn’t that right, 
Mr. Eagle?”

Sam turned to see John sitting up on the table. His bare chest was 
covered in salve, and his face was lightly burned. “You’re alive?”

“Yes, much to Jim’s dissatisfaction.”
“But that’s impossible. I saw you die. I saw you get blown up on that 

roof with Gallo.”
“You did indeed see an explosion. Actually, there were two. One 

was from a bomb Gallo had made, and the other from an explosive that 
Philly made.”

“I don’t understand.”
“Let’s just say that Philly turned Terry Gallo into his own suicide 

bomb.”
“But I saw the explosion. I saw you die.”
“Obviously not because here I am. Burned and cut up but very much 

alive.”
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“But how?”
Jim broke his silence and said, “Because John doesn’t know how to 

lose. John doesn’t know how to let the bad guys get the best of him or the 
Eagle. If the fucker was a cat, I would say he has used up his nine lives, 
but he’s not a cat; he’s a well-trained, well-armed, and customized body 
armor protected guy who just missed death by…this…much. Again.”

The last of the units from the theater had been loaded onto a truck. 
Philly was driving as they headed down the 110 Freeway headed to 
the port. Lance was looking at his tablet and said, “Um…problem! The 
mirroring is starting to fail.”

“How many lines of code are running?”
“Shit, I don’t know. All I can tell you is that several numbers have 

stopped moving.”
Philly hit the gas and said, “It’s figuring out that it’s been hacked.”
“Thanks for the news flash, professor. What the fuck are we going 

to do?”
Philly had the truck at full speed and was hugging the fast lane of 

the freeway where traffic was light. They were approaching the end of 
the 110, and it was turning toward the port and Highway 47. “Call the 
Navy yard and tell them to open the gates. We need to have access to 
Navy Way.”

“You’re taking this truck loaded with explosives over the Vincent 
Thomas Bridge?”

“I’m taking this mother fucker all the way to the end of Navy Way.”
“There’s nothing at the end of Navy Way.”
“Oh, but there is.”
Lance was making calls and calling out numbers that were stopping 

on the remote detonators. “Sal, it’s Lance. I don’t have time to explain. 
Philly and I need Navy Way wide open right now.”

“What the fuck for?”
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“I will explain if we survive. Just open it up and for God’s sake get 
as many people out of the area as possible.”

“Jesus Christ, Lance. What the fuck are you two driving? A damn 
bomb?”

“Yes, and there is going to be one hell of an explosion.” Lance called 
out two more numbers, and Sal said, “Okay, okay, what’s your ETA?”

“Six minutes. Did you get that, Sal?”
“Got it. Be safe.”
“Yeah, it’s a bit too late for that. I hope to see your mug in about 

ten minutes.” Lance hung up the line, and Philly had the truck redlined 
as they sped down the highway. They turned wide onto Navy Way, the 
sound of the rig’s engine screaming and tires squealing as Lance pulled 
on the airhorn.

“Three numbers still rotating. Where are we going with this?”
Philly turned the wheel wide and headed straight for the ocean and 

said, “We are going to hit those rocks, which are going to launch this 
whole rig into the air.”

“Okay, Einstein, and what are we going to do?”
“When I yell jump, you jump the fuck out.”
Lance looked down at the speedometer and asked, “At over a 

hundred miles an hour? Are you nuts?” Lance looked down at his 
tablet as the truck launched off the rocks and said, “Holy shit. One 
number left.”

“Jump!”
The doors were thrown open, and the two men were starting their 

exit as the truck exploded in mid-air.
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Chapter Thirty-Two
“The next time either one of our  

phones rings…and it’s John…”

J
ohn was sitting on the deck off the living room in a robe. Chris 
walked out to greet him and had just sat down when the two men saw 
a flash off to the south. It took almost a minute before they heard the 

concussion from the blast. Chris looked at John and asked, “Please tell 
me that was an atmospheric anomaly.”

As the black smoke rose in the distance, John said, “I wish I could, 
Chris. Let’s hope that Lance and Philly made it out alive.”

Lance came to on the surface of the water. Debris was burning 
around him, and he called out to Philly, but there was no response. He 
got his bearings and was able to see the shoreline and began swimming 
toward it. He was slow going, but the fire around him was spreading, 
and he realized it was diesel fuel and quickened his pace. He arrived at 
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the shoreline where several dozen people were standing, mostly dock 
workers, and he called out several times for Philly to no response. He 
saw Sal near the water’s edge and called out, “Sal, have you seen Philly?”

Sal ran to Lance while yelling, “No, nothing.” He helped Lance 
stand, and Lance looked back at the burning water and the floating 
remains of the trailer and called Philly’s name several times with 
more and more urgency. Fire and paramedics were en route, and Sal 
called Philly’s name several times as Lance crouched near the water’s 
edge and started to cry. Sal had his hand on his shoulder when a hand 
reached up out of the water and then another, and Lance grabbed 
ahold of them and pulled Philly out. His face was bloody, and his eyes 
were swollen.

Lance looked about as bad, and once they got to the road the two 
men collapsed. Lance looked at Philly and kissed his face and said, “I 
thought I lost you.”

“Ditto, man, ditto.”
Sal was a squat heavy longshoreman with deep set grey eyes and 

short grey hair. He looked down at the two men and asked, “What the 
fuck were you two thinking?”

Philly shook his head and said, “There was no time to think. We 
could only react. Was anyone hurt?”

“No. A lot of rubber necking truckers and a few men who ran across 
the yard when the blast happened but no injuries here. You two look like 
you have been in one hell of a fist fight.”

Philly laughed and said, “I guess you could say that.” He looked up 
at Lance whose eyes were still filled with tears and asked, “Do I look as 
bad as you?”

“I don’t have a mirror, asshole, so I don’t know. But if I look as bad 
as you do, then we’re fucked.”

The port police were starting to arrive on scene, and Philly got up 
and asked Sal, “Where’s your car?”

Sal pointed to a parking lot about fifty yards away and threw Philly 
his keys. “It’s the silver Land Rover. Just hit the key fob to find it.” 
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Lance helped Philly up, and the two men ran and jumped into Sal’s car 
and drove away.

Lance looked at Philly and asked, “Are you okay?”
“I’ll live. You?”
“The same.”
There was a moment of silence, and Philly put his head back on the 

headrest as he drove over the Vincent Thomas Bridge and said, “The 
next time either one of our phones rings…and it’s John…”

“Yeah?”
“Don’t fuckin’ answer it.”

It took several days for everyone to catch their breath and heal up 
from their physical wounds. Martin had read about the disappearance 
of Bobbie as well as Alice and Becky. He was sitting at his desk at the 
Dolby Theater reading an exclusive interview with Sheriff Samantha 
Pritchard and Undersheriff Jim O’Brian. He was reading the story on his 
tablet when there was a knock on his door, and he looked up to see Jim 
standing there. Martin laughed and invited him in and said, “I’m reading 
this BS exclusive that you and Pritchard gave to the Times.”

Jim sat down and said, “The place looks great. The red carpet is 
out and now the sniveling crybabies can have their gala without being 
blown to pieces.”

Martin laughed and said, “Yeah, they are a bunch of whiny asses, 
but it’s how I make my living, so I can suck it up. I mean, it’s only once 
a year. Thank you, Jim.”

“For the props? Shit, Marty, that was nothing.”
Martin stood up and said, “No…thank you. I know in some way you 

saved my life. Bobbie and I have been on again off again for years, but 
this last pass with her was different. I can’t really put my finger on it, but 
she had an intensity that was not like her. She drugged me and almost 
killed me.”
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Jim nodded and said, “I met her a few times, and she was a bit…
intense.”

“Any idea what happened to her?”
“Nope, and to be honest, I don’t want to fuckin’ know. They were 

the ones behind the Versailles Tower explosion and a plot to ransom this 
city for a billion dollars.”

Martin scrunched up his face and said, “You’re a cop, man. It’s your 
job to find these bad people.”

Jim pulled a cigarette out of his top left pocket and put it in his 
mouth. “No, Marty. It’s not my case; it’s the FBI’s case, and they can 
have it.”

Martin shook Jim’s hand and thanked him again, saying, “I owe 
you one.”

“One? Shit! You owe me ten. Look at this place. I set you up to deck 
the halls and bust some balls.”

“Just name your price.”
“I’ll call you. You can come out to Santiago’s and buy me a steak 

dinner, and we will get hammered.”
“But Javier doesn’t charge you for food.”
Jim let out a laugh. “No, no he doesn’t, but he can sure the fuck 

charge the hell out of you.”

The lights were shining bright on the small pink casket. John and 
Sara were dressed in black as were the others. It was early Saturday 
afternoon and only those closest to Chris and Karen were in the small 
chapel in Malibu. Jade and Jessica were teary as were Jim and Cindy. 
Sam and Maria were off in the back of the building, and Lance and 
Philly were sitting with them. There was no preacher, just the small 
group, and Chris stood up and said a few words and then Karen stood 
and said, “There is an old saying that when one life is taken another is 
given. I don’t believe in gods or religions; I’m a woman of science. I 
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don’t think there was any reason for the loss of our daughter other than 
the random acts of a hostile universe. Chris and I love you all and are 
thankful for all of your support even in such trying times for the city. 
Thank you for standing by us and for coming home alive. Chris and I 
thought long and hard on a name for our baby, and we decided on Leslie 
Erin Mantel. She might never have gotten a chance to make her mark 
on the world the way we have, but she made her mark on Chris and 
me, and I know all of you. So, we are going to let her leave this earth 
with a name that Chris and I can always refer to when we talk about our 
child. I know there are a lot of tears today, but I want there to be some 
joy. For a few brief hours, Leslie gave Chris and me the joy of being 
parents. Even in my coma, I heard her cry, and I heard others around 
me talking, and that is something that can never be taken away. Chris 
and I are going to keep her ashes for a while after this and at some point 
release them to the sea. So, thank you all for your love and support and 
for your excitement. For making my pregnancy a joyous experience and 
for standing by us through it all.” Karen sat down, and the room was 
silent until Chris walked over to a chapel door and called in the funeral 
director who removed Leslie’s casket and placed it in the crematorium.

When the box was in the unit, Chris and Karen pushed the button 
together and walked out of the chapel followed by the others. John asked 
Chris, “That’s it?”

Chris nodded, and Karen said, “There’s nothing more to say.”

Sam and Maria had stopped for some lunch after the brief service. 
The two were eating salads, and Maria asked, “Don’t you think that 
Karen’s comments over the death of her daughter were kind of cold?”

Sam had a mouthful of food but said, “You don’t know Karen as 
well as I do, and I can tell you that she is a logical person. She is a glass 
half full kind of gal, but she is also a realist. I just think she still has a lot 
to process, but in the end, I think she’ll be okay.”
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“So, you think that she has tears and fears that she is repressing?”
“I don’t think repressing is the right word. I think that she is going 

to shed more tears, and she and Chris will make adjustments to their 
lives, but I thought that what she said made good sense and was from 
her heart.”

Maria nodded putting a forkful of food in her mouth and asked, 
“Have you ever thought about having children?”

“No!”
“Why so curt? I just asked a question.”
“This body and my lifestyle aren’t made for carrying or raising 

a child or children. It’s hard enough to keep this sexy figure. I’m not 
going to fuck it up with a kid.”

Maria laughed, “You know you’re not the only one with a womb.”
Sam put her fork down and looked Maria in the eye and asked, “Are 

you telling me that you want to have children?”
“I’ve thought about it. We could use my egg or yours and use a sperm 

bank to fertilize it. I have a maternal side to me, and I have thought of 
having a child or children, so, yes.”

“Aren’t our lives stressful enough? Your law practice, my work. We 
barely see each other now, and you want to throw a kid into the mix? On 
top of that, you want to have some stranger’s sperm fertilize your or my 
egg? I just don’t see it, Maria. We have a good thing going. Why do you 
want to screw it up?”

“Screw it up? We have a good thing going? Are you for real? Jesus, 
we have talked marriage but haven’t made any moves in that direction. 
We both have demanding careers, and yours is far more dangerous than 
mine. You’re not going to be the Sheriff of Los Angeles County forever. 
We are both pushing forty, and there is life after law enforcement, Sam. 
Have you even stopped to think about the next election? Have you 
thought of life after you’re finished being a cop?”

“You say cop like it’s a dirty word. I started running for reelection 
the night I was elected, and yeah, I am thinking of being the Sheriff 
of Los Angeles for more than a single term. I’m a good goddamn cop, 
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Maria, and I love what I do. You’re talking about our biological clocks, 
and that’s the farthest thing from my mind. I just finished one of the 
most harrowing cases of my career, and do you want to know what the 
worst part about it was?” Maria nodded. “The worst part was knowing 
there’s someone even worse out there, off the radar, ready to pop up 
any second.”

“There will always be someone who is breaking the law, Sam. You 
can’t get all the bad guys. Shit. One of the worst of the worst has been 
out there for decades, and no one has been able to touch him.”

“Who are you talking about?”
“You know damn well I’m talking about the Iron Eagle. Law 

enforcement has been hunting him down for years, and there are no 
leads. And why isn’t he on the FBI’s most wanted list? I mean, doesn’t it 
strike you as odd that no one really talks about the Eagle anymore? That 
Jim and John and all of the gang don’t even have him on their radar, that 
they aren’t actively looking for this sicko?” Sam spoke under her breath, 
and Maria asked, “What? I didn’t catch that.”

“I said it’s complicated.”
“It’s complicated? Really? And what makes it so damn complicated?”
“He does more good than harm.”
Maria threw her fork down. “You’re fuckin’ kidding me, right? The 

man is a cold-blooded murderer; he’s a sick deviant who breaks the law, 
and no one holds him accountable. No one is looking for him. If you ask 
me, he is worse than the people he kills.”

“How can you say that?”
“He’s a hypocrite, Sam. We have laws, and it is my job to either 

prosecute or defend people under those laws. Even the vilest criminals 
have a right under the Constitution to a fair trial and are innocent until 
proven guilty. It is up to the law and law enforcement to deal with 
criminals, not some yahoo who has decided to be judge, jury, and 
executioner.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about, Maria. You don’t know 
what this man has sacrificed to save people. You haven’t seen the shit 
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I have seen. What Jim, John, and Chris have seen. You have the luxury 
of bad mouthing the Eagle, but you have no idea how many lives have 
been saved due to his actions. He is a most complicated man. There are 
people so vile, Maria, people so revolting and cruel, that a judge and 
jury are too good for. People who are as guilty as hell, and the Eagle 
takes those sick pieces of shit off the street and kills them. Did I agree 
with his tactics when I started out in law enforcement? No, but I do now. 
I’m a fan of the Eagle. I don’t ever want him to be caught. I want him 
to keep killing the scum of scum, and I don’t want those pieces of shit 
to ever see the inside of a jail or a court room. I know that flies in total 
contradiction to my oath of office, but I have learned over the years that 
we need people like the Eagle, and believe me, they are all over this 
country and around the world. In your world, the law is black and white 
or differing shades of grey. Tell me that you haven’t squeezed clients of 
yours across that fine line of reasonable doubt. Tell me that you haven’t 
defended someone you knew was guilty. And don’t pretend to know 
what I know about the service that the Eagle provides. We catch the bad 
guys, and people like you help them get away.”

“That’s the way the law works, Sam. There’s moral guilt and legal 
guilt. If the state can’t prove beyond a reasonable doubt that a person is 
guilty, he walks. It’s as simple as that.”

“And you sleep well at night knowing that you might have just 
helped a killer, a rapist, a thief, get out of a jail sentence? A criminal 
whose behavior WILL escalate, and you helped that person play the 
system and put him or her back on the street?”

“I told you, there is moral guilt and legal guilt. If the case can’t be 
proven or a jury isn’t convinced, the person walks. I don’t care how 
heinous the crime. Every person deserves their day in court, and no 
matter what you tell me that stand will never change.”

Sam wiped her mouth and said, “Well, I’m finished. What about 
you?”

Maria nodded and pushed away from the table, and Sam paid the 
check. As they walked to the car Maria asked, “When you say you’re 
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finished, are you finished with the argument, or are you finished  
with us?”

“It’s a disagreement, Maria. I love you. I won’t give up on us.”
Maria started to cry and said, “I was hoping that was the case because 

no matter what I love you, too.”

John was sitting on the deck in a pair of shorts after cleaning the 
operating rooms and finishing up with the cremated remains. Sara had 
two glasses of wine in her hands, and she handed one to him and said, 
“You earned this.”

“I won’t argue with that.”
“So…what did you think of the funeral?”
“Sad, sobering, heartbreaking.”
Sara stood up and looked out over the balcony to the sea and asked, 

“Have you thought about having a family?”
“No. You can’t bear children, and I have no desire to adopt.”
“My uterus may still be viable, John, if we wanted to try.” John shook 

his head, and Sara stood with her back to him and said, “I had to ask.”
“I know. Karen’s pregnancy brought out a lot of your own maternal 

instincts, but the reality is we don’t have the desire or the time for 
children.”

“A reality that few look at when starting a family.”

Cindy was sitting across from Jim with tears running down her face. 
The two had been silent for several minutes. “I knew this was going to 
be hard on you,” said Jim.

“Yeah…Kevin and now Leslie. Death seems to be all around us.”
“It is. I deal with it every day. It’s coming for us all. It’s just a matter 

of when and how.”
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“I know, but it just brought back a lot of memories.” The two were 
sitting in Jim’s living room talking. Jim was reclining on a sofa, and 
Cindy was sitting in a chair. She dried her eyes and asked, “Have you 
told anyone that we are seeing each other?”

“No.”
“Ashamed?”
“No! It’s no one’s business. I assume from the question you haven’t 

told anyone either.”
“No…I…I…”
Jim sat up on the coach and asked, “You’re ashamed, right?”
“I think that people would look down on me for exploiting you.”
“How do you figure?”
“You have money; you’re handsome. We had a love life when we 

were kids, and we had a child together. I don’t know. I just think that our 
seeing each other might be construed as me being a gold digger.”

Jim laughed. “I can tell you that no one would see you in that light. 
I know that everyone will be pleased when we tell them…if we tell 
them.”

“If?”
“Sure, if. You have been on the fence on getting together since we 

saw each other for the first time in decades. You have your life, and you 
have made it clear to me that you don’t know that you want a man in 
your life. We have both agreed this is an experiment, and I don’t want to 
tell people we are an item until you are sure.”

“And you? Do you want us to be a couple?”
“Yes.”
“Just for sex and companionship, or for love?”
Jim rolled his eyes. “If all I wanted was sex and companionship, 

I could hire a hooker or call girl. I fucked up over two decades ago. I 
walked away from the woman that I loved. I abandoned my son. I loved 
Barbara, and you know that, but ours was an up and down relationship. 
We were on and off again even after we remarried. I put up with a lot of 
things that she did. I told her they didn’t bother me, but they did. I never 
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told her how deeply I was hurt by the things she did with other men and 
women.”

“Why?”
He stepped out onto the deck and lit a cigarette. “I couldn’t. Not 

with her situation. She had no idea I knew about most of it. Right after 
she learned of her cancer, she and I had a heart to heart talk, and she 
confessed her deeds and purged her soul. I told her I knew about all 
of them, but that I still loved her. There was no need to bring my hurt 
into the last days of Barb’s life. It would not take back the things that 
had happened or undo the hurt. It would just have hurt her as much as 
it hurt me.”

“It would have been good for you emotionally and psychologically.”
“My feelings didn’t matter in the end, Cindy. It was Barbara who I 

loved and who I wanted to be happy in her last days. It would have done 
me more harm than good and would have made Barbara’s life unhappy. 
I didn’t want that for her. I wanted her to have peace.”

“And do you think she had it?”
“I know she did. I was drifting off in the last moments of her life, but 

she told me just before I slipped off to sleep that she loved me.”
Cindy put her hand on Jim’s shoulder and said, “I love you, Jim. I 

always have. I closed off my heart and threw my life into Kevin and 
didn’t let anyone else in. Somewhere in the back of my mind I really 
thought you would come for me, for Kevin, so I held a hope that wasn’t 
real. I’m not saying I was angry, nor really in denial. I just knew someday 
we would be together.”

Jim laughed. “So, you were saving yourself for me?”
“Hmm…I had never thought of it like that, but I guess I was, and 

that’s what’s been unfolding in my head and heart since Barbara died 
and we started seeing each other. We aren’t kids anymore. Those years 
are water under the bridge. I have come to realize that I need to grab the 
moment and let my heart love you and take the chance of getting hurt.”

He flicked the cigarette off the deck to the beach below, turned to 
Cindy, and put his arms around her and pulled her in tight. “I’m sorry for 
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everything, Cindy. I was an asshole. Shit, I still am. You didn’t deserve 
to be treated the way I treated you. You don’t know how many times I 
would drive by your house or Kevin’s school just to see if I could get a 
glimpse of you or him. How many times I wanted to stop and walk up to 
the door and take you in my arms and tell Kevin the truth.”

“Regrets aren’t good for the soul, Jim.”
“It’s a reality, and there’s nothing I can do about the past, but I can 

do something about the future.” He sighed and released her. “That…
Cindy…was the longest way of telling you that I love you and want us 
to be together.”

He had tears in his eyes as did she, and she hugged him and then 
kissed him and said, “Then, let’s do it. I can put my place up for rent 
and move in with you, unless you want to leave this beautiful beachfront 
home and come live in the valley.”

“Fuck no. You move as fast as you please. There’s no way I’m going 
back to the valley.”

“Oh, thank God. I love it here, and I want to live here so bad.”
“So, do we tell people?” Jim asked quietly.
“Yes. We tell people we are a couple.”
“A couple of old farts.”
Cindy walked off, and at first Jim thought he had angered her. She 

reappeared a few minutes later nude and asked, “Does this look like the 
body of an old fart?”

“Oh fuck no. Fuck no,” Jim said as he was ripping off his clothes.
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Middlemen
The Iron Eagle Series: Book Twenty-One

Prologue

T
he white and chrome Harley Davidson was cruising down PCH at 
the speed limit just before two a.m. Marvin Sid and Ben Carter were 
driving back to Los Angeles after attending a party in Ventura. They 

were partners in the motorcycle division of the California Highway 
Patrol and were close friends who spent as much time together off duty 
as when on duty. The two men had just passed the large rock formation 
near Point Mugu when a black van pulled onto the highway from a 
popular make-out spot and nearly hit the bike. Marvin swerved and 
made a hand gesture and spoke to Ben through the radio headsets that 
were in their helmets. “What the fuck is their problem?”

“I don’t know. Do you want to go back and make a traffic stop?”
“No. We’re off duty, and I just want to get us both home safely.” 

The two men continued on PCH. Ben had his hands on a custom 
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rail and was slumped over, allowing the wind to pass over Marvin’s 
shoulder and letting him rest his helmet down low on Marvin’s back. 
They were just approaching a group of homes near PCH and the 10 
Freeway when Marvin’s body jerked forward, and the bike began  
to skid out of control. Ben called out, but Marvin didn’t respond. 
There was a strange sound in the headset. The bike banked then 
skidded, striking a guard rail, and sent the two men careening into 
a bridge abutment. Marvin missed the concrete, but Ben struck it  
head first.

The van pulled over near the accident, and two men got out and 
checked the men for a pulse.

“Which one’s Carter?”
“The one with his head leaning on the bridge abutment.”
“Does he have a pulse?”
“Yeah. It’s weak, though. The other one is dead.”
“Well, let’s not fuck around. Let’s get Carter into the van.” The 

sound of sirens broke the silence of the surf and fog. “Fuck! We can’t 
take him now. We have to leave him for the paramedics.”

“Son of a bitch. This is going to fuck up everything.”
“No, it’s not. Get in the van.” The two men ran back to the van and 

took off up the 10 Freeway. The passenger pulled out his cellphone.
“Carter is down.”
“Do you have him?”
“No. We didn’t have time. He had a pulse, and his head is fucked up. 

He’ll most likely be flown to a trauma center nearby.”
“He will be, and we’ll take it from here. What’s Mr. Sid’s 

condition?”
“I shot him in the back, but I must have hit a vital organ because 

he’s dead.”
“Jesus! I thought you two were professionals.”
“Don’t fuckin’ start with me, or the next time I see you I will kick 

your ass. You’re the middleman. You wanted Carter’s body for parts. 
We did our job, now it’s up to you to get them.”
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“We will, and I will wire funds when the organs have been acquired. 
We have a recipient for the heart. If the organs aren’t viable, you two 
don’t get shit.” The man hung up the line.

“What an asshole.”
“What did he say?”
“If the organs aren’t viable, we don’t get paid.”
“Those are the rules of the game, man. They will most likely fly 

Carter to UCLA. If they do, he will get harvested. I got a good enough 
look at him to see his pupils were fixed and dilated. His heart might be 
beating, but his brain is dead. We’ll get paid, now let’s get as far away 
from here as possible.”

 

It was three fifteen a.m., and the home phone and cellphones of 
Natalie Hoskins and her fifteen-year-old daughter Audrey were ringing 
simultaneously. Natalie reached for the nearest phone to hear an anxious 
but excited voice on the other end of the line say, “Natalie, this is Doctor 
Turnbull. We have a heart.”

Natalie sat up in bed and flipped on the light switch and screamed, 
“Shut up!”

Turnbull laughed and said, “We have a heart. You need to get Audrey 
to the hospital NOW! I am already here with the transplant team, and a 
team is on its way to your apartment to get Audrey.”

Natalie hung up the line and ran for Audrey, who was lying in her 
bed. Natalie sat down next to her ailing child and said, “Baby…that was 
Doctor Turnbull. They have a heart for you, sweetheart.”

Audrey was groggy, and the heart monitor and oxygen were 
creating distracting sounds, but she looked at her mother and smiled. “It 
happened, mama?”

“It happened, baby!” They both smiled, then Audrey’s face took on 
a grimmer look. “Honey, don’t you understand? You are going to get a 
new heart. You’re not going to die. You’re going to live.”
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There was a knock at the door of the small apartment, and she ran 
to the door to find the hospital’s private ambulance standing ready to 
take Audrey. The small team of doctors and nurses moved Audrey onto 
a gurney and started to wheel her out, and she looked at her mom and 
said, “Someone just died, so I can live.”

“It’s the donor system, baby. You have been on the list for nearly two 
years. You are getting a new heart.” Audrey smiled weakly as the team 
got her into the ambulance. Natalie grabbed the overnight bag she’d had 
in a corner of her bedroom since her daughter fell ill and ran out to her 
car to follow the ambulance to the hospital.

It was half past five, and Sam was standing on Interstate 10 and 
PCH in Santa Monica where a yellow tarp covered a corpse, and Jade 
and Jessica were working. Jade said, “Well, at least we didn’t have to 
travel far for this one.”

Jessica nodded, and Sam said, “Show a little respect. A man died.”
Jade laughed and said, “One died; the other has been transported and 

is on life support. At least these dumbasses followed the law and were 
wearing helmets when they careened into the bridge abutment.”

Sam watched as the California Highway Patrol worked the 
scene and asked, “If this is a simple accident, why the hell did you  
call me?”

Jade pointed to a row of houses across the street and several people 
in their pajamas talking to both CHP and sheriff’s deputies. “There 
seems to be a bit of a mystery surrounding this accident.”

“And that mystery is?”
“This might have been a homicide.”
Sam pulled a cigarette out of her pocket and asked, “And just how 

do you figure?”
Jade shrugged. “I don’t know. I was told by the CHP to treat this as 

a homicide scene. It’s up to your boys and girls to find out why.”



246 • Middlemen

Sam walked off, and Jessica said, “Despite being a cop for all of 
these years, she sure acts like a newbie.”

“Yeah. I don’t understand how she ever got Jim’s job.”
“Because she’s a damn good cop.”
Jade saw Jim standing near the body and asked, “When did you  

get here?”
“Long before you. I only live a few blocks from here and heard the 

racing and then the crash.”
“So, you have ESP?”
“No. The racing isn’t what got me to come down here.”
Jade shook her head and asked, “So, what did?”
“The gun shots before the crash.”
Jessica was examining the brutalized remains of the dead biker and 

called to Jade and said, “We have a GSW in the upper back.”
Jim was smiling, and Jade said, “You’re such an ass. Why didn’t you 

tell us?”
“Hey, you’re the fuckin’ coroner, not me. You would have figured it 

out eventually. I just saved you some time.”
Jade shook her head and had field lights put over the body. She 

looked it up and down and asked, “Do we have ID?”
A CHP officer said, “The guy on the ground is Marvin Sid, and the 

one transported was Ben Carter.”
“What was Carter’s condition on transport?”
“One of my officers was able to resuscitate him, but I just learned 

that he is now on life support with no brain activity.”
“So, no one has called his TOD?”
“Nope. He and Mel here were both organ donors. As you can see, 

Marvin didn’t make it. The kid won’t either, but he will most likely 
save lives.”

Jim asked, “You seem a bit moved by this scene.”
The officer nodded and said, “Marv and Ben were CHP officers and 

close friends.”
“Any idea who would want to shoot two off duty cops?”
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The officer shrugged. “In the current climate in this country, and 
its sentiment toward police, this could be a random act of violence or a 
deliberate attack on law enforcement.”

Jim shook his head and said, “I don’t think these men are dead 
because they were cops.”

“Do you have another theory?”
“Most likely road rage. We’ll have to wait until Jade can get Sid on 

the slab to get tox reports and do a physical inspection. We also need 
to see what type of video footage any of these local houses might have 
picked up. That will answer a lot.”

“He was shot in the back!”
“Yes, he was, which tells us that whoever did the shooting was 

looking to gun someone down, or, as I said, got pissed off by a couple 
of dudes splitting lanes on Pacific Coast Highway.”
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