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lex talionis
[leks tal-ee-oh-nis]
noun
1. the principle or law of retaliation that a
punishment inflicted should correspond in degree
and kind to the offense of the wrongdoer, as an
eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth; retributive
justice.

اﻟﻌﯿﻦ ﺑﺎﻟﻌﯿﻦ

aleayn bialeayn (Arabic)
“An eye for an eye”
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CHAPTER 1

It is rare for most people to experience the real meaning of
‘dead weight.’
It was equally strange for the thought to come to
mind as Kramer muscled the man into a sitting position
against a garishly painted door. It wasn’t the first time he’d
needed to handle the dead. He studied his handiwork. For
all intents and purposes, the figure appeared to be asleep.
Kramer surveyed the alley and ancient balconies
overhead checking for witnesses. No one. A last glance at
the body, then he slipped away from the scene.
He had to catch up with his target. The man he was
following had entered the medina--old walled city--of
Tangier from the port and headed directly into the warren
of alleyways. He was wearing white cotton slacks, a bluish
grey lightweight jacket, and a white fedora--all of which
made him somewhat of an easy figure for Kramer to tail.
Although his Global Security Corporation partners,
Darci Tucker and his wife, Maria, hadn’t said as much
when they pressured him gently into this assignment,
Kramer was well aware it was done out of their concern
for him.
The flight from Los Angeles to London to
Amsterdam had provided the retired United States Marine
captain more than enough time for circumspection, and
for the ugly truth to reveal itself. Losing his parents and his
fiancée, FBI Special Agent Sarah Hunter, thirty months
ago, had decimated Kramer’s life and left him intolerable
company for anyone, especially his close friends. Darci and
Maria needed a break from him as much as he needed a
new focus and a chance to reprioritize his life.
So here he was in Tangier, Morocco, three weeks
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after leaving LA, tailing a man they suspected had ties with
Shelley Harper—a woman at the top of INTERPOL’s
‘most wanted’ list as well as those of most governments
worldwide. For Kramer though, the reasons for hunting
down the elusive Harper were by far more personal than
anyone else’s.
Ahead a shaft of sunlight snapped off a bluish grey
jacket and white fedora. Kramer quickened his pace. A
minute later he stood at the junction of four alleyways.
As he scanned the crowds strolling the centuries old
terraced alleys, Kramer was oblivious of the many things
the Moroccan port of Tangier offered travellers—the
sense of exotic mystery, interesting history, beautiful vistas,
and unspoiled beaches.
One of his favorite movies, The Bourne Ultimatum, had
used the medina for one of its glamorous backdrops but it
hadn’t prepared Kramer for the spice-filled air with its
intriguing aromas that permeated the ancient city.
He overheard a tourist enquire after the most
comically named door in all of Morocco, Bab Haha, from
a street stall owner who waved a dark olive skinned arm at
one of the intersecting alleys. Kramer instinctively glanced
in that direction and happened to catch sight of his target.
He lit out after Fedora.
Kramer’s situational awareness was as keen as ever
but he couldn’t be certain whether his unfortunate
assailant had merely been a street thug or someone
protecting Fedora. The assignment was supposed to be a
simple task of arriving at an address in Cairo where GSC
had been informed they would locate the fedora-wearing
courier. From there all Kramer need do was shadow the
man to his next meeting and capture everything on video,
upload the file to Maria at GSC headquarters in California,
and await further orders.
It all sounded simple enough—except for the joker
who jumped Kramer in the medina alley flashing a dagger.
The encounter surprised both of them.
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A gap in the buildings afforded him a glimpse of the
ancient walls of the Tangier Kasbah that loomed over the
medina. Moments later Kramer found himself standing
before Bab Haha. It proved to be one of the several doors
or gates that lead into the Kasbah.
Kramer glanced at the map to the left of Bab Haha
that highlighted the walk tourists could take around the
Kasbah. Overall, the old fortified area looked surprisingly
small.
He spotted Fedora weaving through the populace and
followed him. Houses lavishly decorated with sculptures of
cherubs, colorful shutters, and balconies flanked the alley
that took him into the Place du Méchouar. He fended off
the hordes that descended upon him begging for money or
trying to sell something, dodged past the snake charmers
and dancers, and skipped around gawking groups of
tourists.
At first, he thought Fedora intended to enter the
Kasbah Museum but then he ducked through an
unassuming door off to its side. The sign over the entrance
welcomed Kramer in several languages to enter Les Fils du
Detroit, helpfully translated underneath as The Sons of the
Strait. He stepped in and found himself transported back
in time.
The ten by sixteen foot room proved to be a tiny
café. Several people, mainly locals, occupied the two
narrow rug-covered bench seats that ran the length of the
room. The walls were covered in Moroccan tapestries and
numerous old framed photographs hung precariously
above the patrons’ heads. A couple of circular, hand
beaten bronze tables took some valuable space from the
narrow floor and carried several small glasses of mint tea.
The customers paid scant attention to Kramer as he
joined them. They continued sipping their hot drinks while
a group of four elderly Arab-Andalusian musicians held a
jam session at the far end of the room. The authentic
melodies and ambiance recreated Morocco’s rich, cultural
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past.
Kramer accepted a glass of tea and whipped out a
tourist guide from his back pocket. He pretended to read
it, glancing occasionally at the musicians when, in fact, his
focus was really on his target seated opposite.
The man was in his mid-thirties, olive skin, lanky,
sported a pencil-thin moustache, and wire-rimmed glasses
that framed deep-set dark brown eyes. Thick black, wavy
hair flowed from under the fedora and skimmed the collar
of his jacket.
He leaned close to an older gentleman dressed in the
traditional neutrally colored Moroccan djellaba--a long,
loose, hooded garment with long sleeves. The craggy
weather-beaten face was topped by a black bernousse, or
Fez, and a silvery white beard completed the classical
Arabic countenance. Both men were deep in conversation.
Kramer shifted slightly to align himself with his
target. Once back in his hotel room he would upload the
image and audio file from the second button on his shirt.
Darci Tucker, CEO of Global Security Corporation,
had designed the ultra high-tech surveillance device. His
wife, Maria, would work her digital wizardry to garner
every bit of intelligence from it in order to create the next
link in the chain that would hopefully lead them closer to
Shelley Harper.
All three had a score to settle with the woman.
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CHAPTER 2

He thought that after twenty years’ service in the Corps he
would be used to waiting. There was a time when that used
to be the case, Kramer thought. “Hurry up and wait’ was
pretty much the military mantra, regardless of what branch
a person served in.
He leaned on the ornate railing of his room’s balcony.
Strains of local and western music drifted up from the
labyrinth of streets and alleys. Kramer barely heard them
as his mind recounted the day’s events.
After their meeting Fedora had left his elderly
contact, whom Kramer tagged as Fez because of his
headwear, and retraced his steps across the square to Bab
Haha, all the while under Kramer’s close scrutiny. When
Fedora continued nonchalantly into the medina, Kramer
quickly returned to the cafe in time to catch Fez exiting
alone.
The old man was dressed like every other Tangier
local, forcing Kramer to follow him much closer than his
tradecraft dictated. It was a fine balance between being
spotted and losing Fez among the masses filling the
streets.
Career Marines always have a certain bearing, a
certain look about them that they carry even into
retirement. Kramer was no exception. Prior to tailing
Fedora Kramer knew he had no chance of being taken for
a local so he chose instead to dress as neutral as possible,
to find a compromise somewhere between a local and a
garish tourist.
Right then he hoped it was working as he shadowed
Fez for nearly fifty minutes, all the while moving further
away from the medina. Finally Fez turned into a fairly
5
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refined-looking building that Kramer took to be an
apartment block. Kramer melted into deep shadows across
the street from the building and scanned the four stories of
blank windows. It wasn’t long before a window lit up from
within. Kramer shrank back as a figure appeared and
looked out at the street. It was Fez.
The moment Fez turned away Kramer stepped from
the shadows and into the street. Miraculously it was empty
of pedestrians and he glanced up at the building behind
him. It also appeared to be a tenement building, except
each had a balcony overlooking the street and facing Fez’s
building.
Kramer scanned the vicinity then leaped onto a stack
of discarded wooden crates. They teetered under him but
held steady long enough for him to seize the railing of the
lowest balcony and haul himself up and over. He needed
to climb another two floors to be level with Fez’s window.
A few minutes later he was standing on a third floor
balcony and peering across into Fez’s place. The old man
paced back and forth but still the sight angle wasn’t
perfect.
The next balcony across would give a direct line-ofsight to Fez but it was about eight feet distant. Doable,
Kramer thought. He stepped up onto the top of the railing
and steadied himself with one hand flat against the wall. It
was some sixty feet to the cobblestoned street. A fall
would definitely put a crimp in his day so Kramer shoved
the thought from his mind. He crouched down carefully.
Took a deep breath and held it. Then he launched himself
into space.
A perfect jump—well, almost. He landed on the
other balcony with both hands gripping the railing and one
ankle partially anchored atop the wrought iron. A dry raspy
grinding sound whispered in his ear, then the railing
shivered as rusted bolts worked loose from the ancient
stone. Kramer clung to the section of railing as it swung
free of the wall with a mournful screech of protesting
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metal. He felt like a spider with a D minus in web building.
The top horizontal bar tore away from the corner upright
causing Kramer’s section of rail to drop suddenly and arc
out toward the street. All that kept him from toppling
earthward was a rusted bolt anchoring the bottom
horizontal bar to the upright.
Sweat beaded his hairline when Kramer noticed the
bolt bending dangerously. He had only one option if he
didn’t want his day ruined.
He sucked in air, held it, and clenched his teeth. His
hands let go of the old railing and shot upward. Fingers
latched onto the edge of the balcony. Then his left hand
slipped. Now he dangled by four fingers. His arm burned
as tendons and muscles fought to hold his one hundred
eighty pounds. Sweat dripped down his neck.
He craned his neck and focused on the balcony—a
three-inch thick slab of concrete. He grimaced as the loose
railing swung back and careened off his right knee. It
shocked him into action. He swung to his left, seized the
concrete with his free hand and focused all his energy into
his fingers. They strained to drag his body upward.
First his chin gained the balcony. Then he managed
to throw his right leg onto the concrete. The blood roaring
in his ears lessened and he heard noises from below—
people in the street. There was no way of telling if they
had spotted him dangling above their heads. He levered
himself up onto the balcony and lay on his back gulping air
and staring up at the stars.
The fire in his arms and chest subsided and he rolled
onto his stomach and peered over the balcony edge. The
half dozen young people below were too busy jostling each
other and jabbering and hadn’t noticed Kramer’s
acrobatics overhead. He was thankful the railing had held,
and not dropped into their midst where it would have
undoubtedly caused injury or even death. The group
looked up as someone shouted down at them.
Fez was leaning out his window and shaking a fist.
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Kramer deduced he was speaking Tangerian, the Darija
language favored by those living in Tangier and mainly
influenced with Spanish. Whatever Fez said worked, as the
young people moved on down the street after offering up
crude gestures in reply.
Kramer heard a phone ring and Fez ducked from the
window. Kramer’s position was now perfect. He pulled
what looked to be a normal pen from his jacket pocket and
trained it directly into Fez’s apartment.
The old man snatched up his phone. He appeared a
trifle agitated and paced about as far as the phone cord
would allow, which was all of five feet. Terrific. Fez had to
be totally visible if Kramer was to have any chance of
filming and recording his conversation. He had almost
broken his neck in bringing everything into line, now he
hoped it was all worth it. Time will tell.
The call lasted nine minutes twelve seconds. Fez hung
up and stood for several moments staring down at the
phone. He stroked his beard with long fingers, his eyes
dark and brooding. All of a sudden he simply threw up his
hands as if to say ‘to hell with it’ then began preparing for
bed.
His work done for the moment, Kramer elected to
gain the street in a more civilized manner. First he checked
the apartment belonging to the balcony he had clambered
onto then, finding no one at home, he simply walked
through the place and let himself out. Once back on the
street he glanced back at Fez’s window. It was darkened.
The old man was in bed. Kramer headed back to his hotel,
all the while visualizing a long hot shower and a tall cold
drink. After he had uploaded his latest file to Darcy, of
course.
Kramer turned from the nighttime sights and sounds
of Tangier when his phone rang.
He strode across his suite and took his phone from
the nightstand as he sat on the edge of his bed.
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“Kramer.”
“Darci and Maria here, mate.” The Aussie’s voice
verbalized the man’s larrikinism. Angry or not, he always
sounded as if he spoke with a broad smile.
“Get anything useful from the files I sent you?”
Kramer asked.
“Useful? Bloody more than useful, mate. You sitting
down?”
“Yes,” Kramer answered.
“Oh, well then, hold on to your bloody hat.” Darci
sounded utterly jubilant. “You delivered us a bloody
goldmine. Tomorrow morning our jet will be there to fly
you back to the States. We’ll update you on all the details
then and brief you for the next assignment at the same
time. This time you’ll be able to take Shadow along with
you. See you soon, mate.”
The call ended.
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CHAPTER 3

Returning to San Diego was bittersweet for Kramer. It was
great to be back home, and he could hardly wait to see his
best friends, Shadow and Spirit.
Shadow, his Anatolian Shepherd dog and former U.S.
Marine buddy, was a touch over five years old, a hair
smaller than a Great Dane, and the older of the two dogs.
Spirit, his midnight black Pit Bull was just over three,
about a third the size of Shadow, and was rescued by
Kramer and Shadow during their first involvement with
the FBI when they tangled with the crime lord, Valdiron.
Although he had been in constant contact with his
friends and business associates, Darcy and Maria, during
his overseas assignment, he was looking forward to seeing
them again over a cold beer, or two.
But there was a darkness that overshadowed his
return. Despite his every effort to corral his emotions,
memories of Sarah seeped into mind triggering a parade of
images of their time together. He navigated the terminal,
blind to the streams of people, his mind focused on
Sarah’s dazzling smile, her sparkling eyes—everything
about her. He could visualize her at his side, her arm
wrapped fondly around his waist. He could hear her
spirited laughter; smell the tantalizing scent of her hair and
body.
Their engagement had been agonizingly short. While
he savored memories of Sarah, her absence left his soul
with a bitterness that ran deep and an emotional barrier
that imprisoned him as much as it warded off any possible
future romantic entanglements.
“Whoa there, mate.”
Kramer blinked rapidly and refocused. He had been
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so preoccupied with his thoughts he had almost walked
right past Darci and Maria.
“Good to have you back safe and sound,” Maria said.
“Though you look like you could do with a good sleep.”
She pecked Kramer on the cheek and slipped her
arms around his free arm. Though Maria stood five feet
nine inches tall she was still several inches shorter than
Kramer and her husband, both of whom were six foot
three.
Kramer noticed she’d cut her hair while he’d been
away. “I like your new hair style, Maria. Despite what
Darci says, I think shorter suits you far better.”
Maria crinkled her nose at her husband and tightened
her hold on Kramer.
“Thanks heap, mate,” Darci scowled, but the twinkle
in his eyes belied his feigned annoyance. “C’mon, let’s get
home. Shadow and Spirit are waiting for you, and I’ve a
couple of cold ones waiting as well.” Kramer knew the
latter referred to the beers Darci always kept on hand.
The trio took the nearest exit and headed for the
airport’s multi-level parking station.
“Okay, so what is it about my last file upload that has
the two of you grinning like a pair of Cheshire cats?”
Kramer was sitting up front with Darci as the Aussie
weaved his new black BMW 428i through the afternoon
San Diego traffic. Maria sat in the back engrossed in her
tablet.
“You can tell him, dear,” she chimed without lifting
her head. “You’ve been like a cat on a hot tin roof waiting
to do so anyway.”
They all swayed in their seats as Darci dodged around
a couple of vehicles and swept onto the on ramp to US 8
North. Home, and headquarters of Global Security
Corporation, lay some twenty miles north in Rancho Santa
Fe.
“Yeah, that was great work you did for us in Tangier,
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mate.” Darci shot Kramer a beaming smile. “The video,
the last one you took, capped off your whole trip over
there.”
“Not forgetting that I nearly broke my neck to take
it,” mumbled Kramer.
“Oh yeah, sorry ‘bout that. You being an ex-Marine
and all, I knew you could take good care of yourself.”
Darci whipped around another car then stomped on the
accelerator.
“Former Marine.” Kramer glanced at his friend and
shook his head. It was proving a hard task to educate his
mate from Down Under.
Darci chuckled. “Right ... former Marine. As I was
sayin’ before I was so rudely interrupted, that last video
proved to be a bloody goldmine of info.”
Kramer listened as Darci detailed their findings that
came out of Tangier.
Global Security Corporation, or GSC, employed
dozens of operatives worldwide; some monitoring known
terrorists and organized crime groups; some working
undercover within the same or similar groups. It had been
one of GSC’s undercover agents operating in a
Netherlands-based terrorist cell who uncovered a link
between that cell and ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria)
and possibly Shelley Harper’s international criminal
network.
Acting on the agent’s intelligence, Darci had assigned
Kramer the task of tailing the courier of the Dutch cell, the
same man referred to as Fedora in Kramer’s reports. Using
GSC’s proprietary software program, IICTNS (Integrated
International Criminal Tracking Network and System)
designed by Maria to run a facial recognition search, she
and her team eventually discovered Fedora’s true identity.
Čazim Kasun was born in 1981 in Paljike, a hamlet of
the former Yugoslavia. Raised as a devout Muslim by his
Bosniak parents, Kasun had just celebrated his eleventh
birthday when Yugoslavia began tearing itself apart.
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The Bosnian War ended in November 1995 with an
estimated 100,000 people killed and over 2.2 million
people displaced, making it the most devastating conflict in
Europe since the end of World War II. It also left its
indelible mark on the fifteen-year-old Kasun, who
miraculously survived the conflict, but not before
witnessing his mother brutally raped and his father and all
Kasun’s friends murdered by Serbian troops during their
ethnic cleansing of the Bosniak and Croat population.
Currently a high-ranking soldier in the Hofstad
Network, a terrorist organization of mostly young Dutch,
and known to INTERPOL, Kasun was known for his
psychotic character evinced by frequent and unprovoked
violent outbursts. All confirmed by GSC’s agent inside the
group.
“He didn’t look that crazy to me,” Kramer stated.
“What about the old guy, Fez, the one this Kasun
contacted in Tangier?”
“His name is Anass Harrak,” Maria answered from
the back seat. “He’s been on everyone’s watch list for quite
some time. He’s suspected of at least three dozen or more
murders, some of which may be regarded as assassinations
depending on the victim’s political affiliations at the
time—none of which the local police have been able to get
sufficient evidence to arrest Harrak.”
“The guy’s an old man now. He must have started his
career mighty early to have that many notches to his
name,” Kramer commented.
“Don’t let his age fool you,” Maria cautioned. “About
ten of those murders happened in the past six months.”
Kramer gave a low whistle.
“Which, in an around about way, brings me to your
last surveillance video that featured Harrak, aka Fez,”
Darci cut in.
“Kasun and Harrak’s latest meeting in Tangier was by
no means their first. They have a history of working
together as couriers. When we cross-referenced their
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names with INTERPOL’s Counter-Terrorism Fusion
Center database we encountered numerous hits. It seems
that the Hofstad Network has been dealing with Harrak
for several years. INTERPOL believes he is working as a
conduit between a large number of European-based
terrorist groups and ISIS.”
“Nice of INTERPOL to share that intelligence with
us.” Kramer grinned.
Darci coughed. “Well, their data helped verify what
our own IICTNS already pulled up. Though our new
system far surpasses any other criminal information
system—even the renowned CCIS—we always like to
verify critical data whenever possible.”
Kramer shot him a glance and caught Maria smiling
in the back seat. Kramer shrugged and shook his head.
“Anything else INTERPOL shared with us?”
“About ten days ago—and this came from the FBI,
not INTERPOL—a diamond courier was intercepted on
his way to JFK International carrying a shipment worth in
the vicinity of twenty-five million dollars. The courier was
handcuffed to his briefcase, but the thieves bypassed that
problem by simply cutting his hand off.”
“Brutal but efficient,” remarked Kramer.
Darci glanced sideways at his former Marine friend.
Kramer sounded a trifle too indifferent.
“The diamonds were destined for London. The FBI
is working on the assumption that they could be intended
for funding a terrorist cell in America or abroad. They
have picked up a bit of cyber and phone chatter to that
effect, but have no firm leads as yet.” Darci refocused on
the traffic ahead.
Maria leaned forward and rested her forearms across
the two front seats. “Then three days later another
diamond shipment was stolen while on its way from the
De Beers mines in Namibia bound for Amsterdam. The
thieves netted over seventy-five million dollars.”
“We now know both robberies are connected,” Darci
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said.
“Oh, how so?” asked Kramer.
“Because of the surveillance video you risked your
neck taking. You did such a great job positioning yourself
on that balcony across from Harrak’s room that you
caught his phone conversation clear enough for us to
understand every word.”
“Harrak’s side of the call, anyway,” Kramer quipped.
“On the contrary, mate.” Darci chuckled. “Maria and
her team of techno wizards have been working on
upgrading our surveillance equipment for some time now.
The device you used was powerful enough to record
Harrak’s caller as well.”
Kramer turned to Maria. “I’m impressed.” She tilted
her head and smiled. “So the goldmine I delivered was
Harrak’s caller.” Darci and Maria both nodded.
“My team is still working on identifying the caller’s
voice. Our chances are slim, but I’m optimistic,
nonetheless.”
“So, what about the call?”
“We were able to trace its origin to Limassol in
Cyprus, but no exact address as yet,” Maria noted.
“And from what the caller said, we know that Kasun
was the person responsible for coordinating the team that
intercepted the De Beers shipment,” Darci added. “You
may have not noticed it at the time, but your surveillance
of the meeting between Harrak and Kasun picked up on
Kasun passing what looked to be a key to Harrak and
instructions that he would receive a call later that night.”
“The one from Cyprus,” Kramer deduced.
“Precisely.” Darci took the exit off Highway 5 onto
Lomas Santa Fe Drive and headed up into the hills toward
Rancho Santa Fe and home.
“The key was to a strongbox being held at the
Banque Populaire du Maroc in Casablanca,” Darci
continued. “It seems Harrak wasn’t too pleased to be told
that he had a six hour round trip to drive the next morning
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in order to collect the contents of that strongbox—namely
two briefcases.”
“Let me guess,” Kramer interjected. “Both lots of
stolen diamonds.”
Darci took a hand off the wheel and made like
shooting a gun at Kramer. “Spot on—exactly what we
believe, mate.”
“All very interesting, but at the very outset we
thought this business with Kasun was going to bring us
closer to tracking down Shelley Harper.” Kramer sounded
a little disappointed and agitated.
Darci swiveled his head and cocked an eyebrow at
Maria who was still leaning between the two men. He
returned his attention to the winding road, leaving his wife
to answer Kramer.
“Just before the phone conversation ended, Harrak
wanted to know what was so damn important about the
suitcases that he couldn’t get a decent night’s sleep before
heading off at first light. All the caller told him was they
were needed back in Tangier before noon the following
day. Another courier would collect them from Harrak. The
suitcases were needed for an extremely important meeting
with a woman the next day—a woman who used to be
partnered with a top crime boss in America.”
Kramer’s head whipped round. “Harper?” His eyes
were suddenly alive with anticipation.
Darci lifted his shoulders but kept his eyes on the
road. “We can only hope, mate. But it’s the best lead to
come our way in over a year. Worth following up, don’t
you reckon?”
Kramer didn’t answer. His mind was already churning
with plans of what he would do once he got his hands on
Harper. He would make sure she died slowly—very slowly.
His vision was so blurred with revenge that he failed to
notice they were approaching the entrance to Global
Security Corporation—home—and the two dogs waiting
expectantly behind the heavy gates.
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CHAPTER 4

The woman raised a hand to shield her eyes from the
glaring South African sun. Unlike most redheads whose
skin is normally very fair, hers had acquired a rich bronze
tone from years of living in this hard, unforgiving region.
She stood tall at six feet two inches--exercise and
body sculpturing had changed her physique from
voluptuous to athletic. Her poise belied the strength and
cat-like agility hidden beneath her loose white, Egyptian
cotton, open neck blouse and light tan slacks. Her flawless
features and mane of fiery red captured the attention of
every male and female wherever she went.
Her electric green eyes followed the approaching
vehicle snaking its way up the steep grade trailing a
despondent tail of pale dust. When he had the mile-long
driveway altered from being straight to its current zigzag
course, she had thought her partner-in-crime and lover,
Valdiron, crazy at the time. Now she appreciated his
wisdom and forethought. If ever the law discovered her
lair and planned a surprise visit by road it would be a slow,
torturous undertaking.
She felt a modicum of guilt for the discomfort of her
visitors as she watched the luxury Mercedes SUV bounce
and sway closer. She turned from the balcony railing to be
on hand downstairs to welcome the small delegation.
The SUV pulled up before the house and the driver
leaped out to open the doors for his passengers. A few
moments passed while they waited until the trailing dust
swept by then three men alighted.
Instead of wearing their traditional ankle-length
khamiis, each of the visitors had opted for unassuming
Western jeans, polo shirts, and Nike footwear. The
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youngest man sported a ball cap clamped down on a head
of tight black curls. Their hostess always admired how well
Middle Eastern men could appear in virtually any style of
clothing. She put it down to their dark, mysterious looks.
This trio was no exception.
“Welcome, gentlemen. Ahlan wa sahlan. I have been
looking forward to this meeting. I trust your journey was
not too uncomfortable. Please join me inside.
Refreshments are waiting.” Shelley Harper stood aside and
beckoned her guests into her home.
The men strode up the stairs and nodded curtly as
they passed Harper. The large entrance hall gave them
pause and the two eldest men exchanged whispers in
Arabic that failed to conceal their disdain for the opulent
surroundings. Their young associate lowered the two large
briefcases he was carrying and scowled at the marble
flooring, and the rich wood and stainless steel and glass
architecture. But most of all, his attention was focused on
his hostess’ figure as she swept past them.
Harper bowed her head slightly. “Please, this way,
gentlemen.” She was well aware of the lascivious remarks
and looks happening behind her back as she led the men
through the huge house.
A hidden staircase took them down some twenty or
thirty feet before leveling out into a long passageway that
ended at a solid looking wooden door. It was closed. The
air was decidedly cooler at this level and the men shivered
a little; they were more accustomed to the desert heat of
Syria and northern Iraq.
The young man glanced over his shoulder and was
startled. At some point during their walk a hulk of a black
man had quietly joined the small retinue. The ebony giant
flashed a dazzling white smile at the man. But there was no
humor behind the giant’s deep brown eyes.
Harper produced a key and unlocked the heavy door
with a well-oiled metallic snick. It swung easily open at her
touch and she made certain the men noted the door’s
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thickness as they stepped through. It was all of six inches
thick and strapped with several steel bands each four
inches wide.
The visitors looked about in amazement. They stood
in a cavernous chamber, the ceiling barely visible in the
high shadows. The house stood close to a low range of
hills and this section of the building extended inside that
same range.
The depth of the chamber disappeared out of sight
well beyond the smudge of light cast by the overhead
lighting. The width of the space was hidden behind the
huge wooden barrels that flanked the group.
Harper smiled at her guests’ expressions. “This is a
little venture I dabble in on the side—quite legitimate and
surprisingly profitable. Wine. I’d say that on average we
produce close to ten thousand bottles a year.”
She approached one of the huge barrels and put a
hand on its thick metal rim. Unseen by the men, she
pressed a hidden trigger. The soft clunk was barely
discernable to the others, but their gasp of surprise was
very clear as Harper swung open a tall door that formed
part of the barrel’s face.
They hesitated when Harper beckoned them to step
through, so she took the lead and they followed, albeit
warily. The black giant stepped in after them and closed
the door. Concealed inside the fake barrel was a wellappointed boardroom worthy of any major world
corporation.
“Please take a seat, gentleman.” Harper stood at the
head of the large table and indicated the high-backed
leather chairs. “Numbadno, please pour us a round of
drinks.”
The giant nodded and moved quietly to an impressive
bar featuring a wall of backlighted bottles. He bypassed the
alcoholic drinks and withdrew a distinctive black bottle
from a large wine fridge. He poured four glasses and
placed them on a silver tray, along with the bottle. After
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serving the wine he left the tray and bottle on the table and
took up a position standing behind Harper’s chair.
The oldest Arab took the bottle and regarded it
closely. After passing it to his lieutenant he held his glass
up to the lights and studied the rich blood red wine.
Harper smiled inwardly. She had gone to a great deal
of trouble to secure a case of KevserTabak, the world’s
first halal certified, non-alcoholic wine. The makers had
been only too pleased to inform her that the halal
symbol/logo depicted on their bottles would ensure her
guests’ approval of her wine choice.
Halal is an Arabic word that means ‘permissible’. In
terms of Islamic dietary laws, ‘Halal’ meant the nutrients
came from permissible sources, and were free of any
forbidden substances.
“We are unaccustomed to having our hosts be so
considerate of our faith, Miss Harper. Your selection of
wine will certainly alleviate the discomfort of the last part
of our journey.”
Abu Omar al-Masri was in his mid-sixties, and was
the leader of the small ISIS delegation. He was long
limbed, lanky, and resembled a length of dark jerky as he
reposed in the boardroom chair. Long fingers encircled the
wine glass much like the talons of a bird of prey. Atop a
sinewy neck, his cadaverous-looking head tilted slightly
toward his hostess. Exceptionally deep-set eyes regarded
her like two glowing embers. His teeth were startlingly
white as he proffered a tepid smile.
Second in seniority to al-Masri was Abu Muhammad
al-Bukamal. A decade younger than his leader, he appeared
healthier and lighter of skin. He was of medium height,
muscular—but not overly so, ruggedly handsome in sort
of a beaten copper fashion. Unlike al-Masri’s hawkish
nose, his was more refined, and balanced the widespread
almond-colored eyes that regarded everything shrewdly.
There wasn’t the slightest hint of warmth or kindness
about the man.
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The youngest ISIS member looked to be in his early
twenties. Abdul Faris al-Sayyaf joined the movement at the
age of nine, and despite his years was very much the
consummate warrior for the cause. He had a wiry build,
deep bronzed skin, features that included a finely chiseled
nose and chin, high cheekbones, sensuous lips, and eyes
that were strangely hazel, brooding, and constantly
moving. Outwardly he displayed a certain innocence
accentuated by his boyish curls, but his eyes veiled the
deadly killer within.
Harper acknowledged their compliments. Then her
smile faded. “Shall we get down to the business at hand.”
Her remark was not meant as a question.
Abu Omar al-Masri bobbed his head and cocked an
eyebrow at his underling, al-Sayyaf, who rose to his feet
and carried the two briefcases to where Harper sat. He
placed both on the table, worked the locks, and turned the
cases so she could see their contents as he opened them
with a flourish.
Harper remained stoic, well aware the ISIS contingent
was studying her closely. She saw the Muslims look at each
other questioningly. She knew they expected at least a
raised eyebrow from her when presented with one
hundred million dollars in uncut diamonds.
Harper merely leaned back in her chair and sipped
her wine as Numbadno removed the laden briefcases and
carried them from the room, closing the door quietly
behind him. The Muslims, somewhat taken aback by the
emotionless display, turned to their wine to offset the
lengthy deafening silence.
They jumped when Harper put her empty glass down
and slapped the table with a resounding smack. “Good.
Once Numbadno verifies your payment, I have instructed
him to pass on word to the resources I have set in place
for you that stage one is complete and to await orders for
stage two.
Now gentlemen, let us re-visit the plan to attack the
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United States of America.”
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CHAPTER 5

Hours of being shackled to a computer were the pits for
someone more inclined to stalking enemies through
jungles, desert and mountainous regions.
Darci leaned back in his chair, rubbed his eyes, and
massaged his temples. Several years ago he retired from
Australia’s elite Special Air Service Regiment, or SASR.
Soon after that he met Maria and they were married. Their
nuptial bed was barely cool when they made a joint
decision to create their company, Global Security
Corporation.
Breaking into the international private security scene
could have proved a daunting task for the newcomers had
they not entered the game with a number of aces up their
sleeves. At the same time Darci left the SASR so did a lot
of his mates, and when they got wind of his and Maria’s
plans they all wanted onboard. GSC hit the world market
with an established core of hard-nosed elite military
professionals and it wasn’t long before their clientele began
to grow.
He turned his weary eyes to the view beyond his
office window overlooking the flag stoned patio encasing
the large pool and Jacuzzi and the stone pathway flanked
by terraced gardens that swept down to the sloping lawn.
A smile creased the heavily lined face.
Kramer romped and rolled on the lush lawn with his
two best friends.
Shadow, verging on five years old, was fully-grown
and said to be large even for an Anatolian Shepherd dog,
more that of a Great Dane size. But he was all muscle and,
what’s more, had been trained by the Marine Corps how to
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use every ounce of it. Right now he was nudging Kramer
with his wet nose and using his powerful neck to roll him
down the yard. The dog barked each time Kramer flipped
over.
Spirit, every jet-black inch bursting with mischief,
bounced and romped and barked at his two playmates,
darting in for a quick nose touch then dashing around for
another point of playful attack.
Peels of laughter echoed around the yard as Kramer
tussled with his canine mates, trying lamely to grab them
and bring them to ground by his side.
“That’s a great sight for these sore eyes to see.” Maria
hugged Darci from behind, resting her chin on his
shoulder; her voice soft and warm close by his ear.
“Ain’t it though,” he sighed. He reached a hand up
and sank his fingers into her thick dark hair. “It’s been a
while since we’ve heard him laugh like that.”
Maria stood and massaged her husband’s shoulders
while she continued to gaze out at the playful trio. “I
know, honey. Give him time, that’s what he really needs—
that and knowing he can trust us to cover his back and be
here whenever he needs us for . . . whatever.”
“It’s been, what, two years since . . .” Darci began to
grumble.
“Some people need more time than others to heal.
You know that better than me. I’ve lost count of how
many times you’ve told me how Kramer never seemed to
be able to keep a relationship. Then along came Sarah, and
after a couple of years romancing each other the two got
engaged. Kramer was serious about her, about settling
down, then it all blew up in his face. And don’t forget it all
happened at the same time he lost both his parents.” Maria
said all this almost to herself. She was still focused on
Kramer and the two dogs outside.
“Yeah,” Darci whispered. He turned his chair around
and pulled Maria onto his lap and held her tight. “I can’t
fault a word you said. I guess I need to give the bloke a bit
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more time to come to terms with Sarah and everything
that happened. At least it doesn’t seem to have affected his
approach to his work.”
That we know of, thought Maria.
Outside Kramer rose to his feet and began running
for the house with both dogs on his heels. They all beamed
from their rough housing. It was obvious the dogs had
sorely missed Kramer and, now that he was back, wanted
to be with him every possible minute—and he them.
A couple of hours later, showered, rested, and
satiated by Maria’s Asian cooking, Kramer lounged in a
sumptuous leather chair, a bottle of his favorite Aussie
XXXX beer in one hand while he toyed with Shadow’s
ears with the other. Both dogs lay on the floor either side
of him.
He had returned from Tangier several days ago and
undergone Maria’s unique hypnotic interrogation as part of
his post-assignment debriefing—a process each agent
faced after each assignment, except that theirs was
conducted at GSC’s Australian office.
These sessions had proven invaluable since their
inception, as several critical intelligence elements had been
revealed that previously were missed by either the
reporting agent or his or her handler during non-hypnotic
debriefing sessions.
In Kramer’s case the only detail he had missed in his
report had been that of Kasun passing a key to Harrak,
and Darci had already brought that subject up on their way
from the airport.
“So, this lead we have on Harper . . .” Kramer said as
Darci entered the room carrying an ice-cold beer and took
a seat across the large coffee table from him. “I’m guessing
it starts in Limassol, Cyprus but exactly when do I begin
chasing it down?”
“You’re wrong about Cyprus and—”
“But I thought you said you’d traced Harrak’s caller

25

Lex Talionis
to Limassol.” Kramer stopped fiddling with Shadow’s ears
and leaned forward. He rested his forearms on his knees
and held his drink with both hands. “Admittedly, we
haven’t got the exact address yet, but I have faith in
Maria’s magical team of techies. They could track it down
any time soon. So I’m thinking that would be the logical
place to start.”
Darci took a swallow of his own XXXX beer and
admired its deep amber glow as he held his glass up to the
light. “Normally you’d be right and we’d have you on the
next flight to Cyprus. But when we recalled you from
Tangier we also put a tail on the courier who collected the
two briefcases from Harrak. We felt it prudent to have a
new face on the scene and forego the risk of you being
recognized by Harrak or someone else there. As it turned
out, the briefcases were not delivered to Cyprus at all.”
“That, and the fact that we needed you back here so
we could introduce you to your new partner.” Maria
walked into the room followed by a woman who looked to
be in her late twenties. Dressed in safari-style tan short
sleeve shirt and pants, and sturdy black utility boots, she
looked as if she stepped right out of Africa.
She had an oval face with softly chiseled cheekbones.
Her eyes were electrifyingly hypnotic; a pale blue with a
very deep blue—almost black—outer ring, and her thinly
plucked eyebrows were shaped into a deceivingly perfect
arch that followed the slight curve of her eye. Her nose
was elegant with a subtle up-turned tip and her firm,
sensual lips, sans lipstick, wore an impish smile. Sunbleached blonde hair swept down to her shoulders, its
partially disheveled style giving the woman an overall
freshness about her, as if she’d just cleaned up after a day
at the beach. Those areas of bare skin that were visible
displayed a healthy golden tan.
Everything about her displayed a quiet selfconfidence, her movements cat-like, smooth as silk.
Kramer judged her height about five-ten, and could tell
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she worked out. The young woman gazed around the
room then those hypnotic eyes settled on Kramer.
“Kramer, I’d like to introduce Charise Brandt.”
“Just call me Charlie.” The woman approached
Kramer with her hand extended. There was no mistaking
her Aussie accent.
He rose from his chair and shook hands. The
firmness of her grip caught him off guard. His surprise
must have shown.
“Mum taught me to always shake hands firmly when
it comes to men. Levels the playing field right from
kickoff.” Charlie smiled. “Glad to meet you finally,
Kramer. I’ve heard a lot about you.” She stepped around
him and knelt. “And this has to be Shadow.” She ruffled
the dog’s thick neck and Shadow reacted as if he’d known
the woman for ages.
“Up ‘til now I thought I’d been doing my job quite
well without a partner.” Kramer directed his comment at
Darci and Maria, but kept his eyes on Brandt.
“Oh, no question about that, mate,” Darci replied.
“It’s just that Charlie has reached the stage where she
needs some in-the-field experience, and we thought you’d
be the best partner for her.” He shot Maria a glance.
Kramer frowned when Spirit nuzzled his way
between Brandt and Shadow seeking his share of her
attention—the twinge of jealously surprised Kramer. He
turned back to Darci.
“You sure about that? There must be others she can
work alongside. Besides, next time out I’ll have Shadow
with me, and we move pretty fast. There might not be time
to play teacher.”
“Don’t worry about me keeping up. Besides, I think
you’ll find I’m a fast learner.” Brandt gave the two dogs a
last pat then rose and took a seat.
Kramer resumed his seat and brought both dogs
close to his legs and motioned for them to lie down. He
reached for his drink on the coffee table and took a sip as
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he eyed Darci and the two women. They were all looking
at him. He pursed his lips and shrugged.
“Well, I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”
Darci appeared to relax and settle deeper into his
leather chair. “Great. Maria and I have no doubt the two
of you will make a terrific team.” He frowned at the empty
glass in his hand then smiled. “I’m up for another beer.
Can I get you two ladies a drink? Kramer, another beer?”
He launched himself out of his chair. “Then we can get
down to business and go over your next assignment.”
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CHAPTER 6

“The courier left Tangier, taking an Iberia flight direct to
Paris. There he switched to Air Austral with minutes to
spare for a flight to Budapest, and a two-hour stopover,
during which time he never left the terminal or interacted
with anyone else. Then he boarded EgyptAir Flight 752 to
Cairo.”
Brandt interrupted Darci. “That’s an awful lot of
switching. My guess is he was trying to lose any possible
tails. Our agent did a great job not to lose him.”
“She’s one of our best for that kind of task,” Maria
chimed in.
“And once the courier reached Cairo?” asked
Kramer.
The group--including Kramer’s dogs--was seated in a
dimly lit home theater studying the courier’s route marked
on a map accompanied by the relevant airline flight
numbers and arrival and departure times. The map
disappeared and a satellite image appeared on the screen.
The word CAIRO occupied the top right-hand corner. As
everyone watched, the image zoomed into an outer district
of the city comprised of a myriad twisting and angular
streets.
“He was followed to a small tailor shop here on
Haret Alam Al Din Street where he entered and
reappeared seven minutes later—without the briefcases,”
Darci said.
“The shop was a drop-off point then,” Kramer said.
“Yes,” Maria replied. The satellite image was replaced
with a series of snapshots taken from opposite the store
and showed two men leaving the tailor shop.
Several of the surveillance photos included part of
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what looked to be a small glass filled with a very dark,
almost black liquid, and Kramer guessed their agent had
taken a seat at one of the ubiquitous tea shops found all
over Egypt. Tea is the national drink and holds a position
even coffee cannot rival.
“Our agent confirmed the briefcases carried by these
two men are the same as delivered by the courier,” Maria
said.
On the screen were two men about to climb into a
vehicle. The older of the two looked to be in his late sixties
or early seventies, dark skinned, and a hairless skull
featuring a large hawkish nose. His companion was at least
ten years younger, of lighter skin, shorter, and more
muscular.
“Do we have any clue who these two characters are?”
asked Brandt.
Darci answered. “We’ve identified the taller guy to be
Abu Omar al-Masri. He’s high up in the ISIS chain of
command.”
“I thought the Americans reported killing him in an
airstrike last week somewhere in northern Syria,” Kramer
commented.
“He certainly looks like one of the walking dead,”
Brandt cut in.
“Well, despite his looks he is very much alive, and
we’ve passed along our latest Intel to Homeland Security,
the FBI, and the military.” Maria pointed at the second
male. “And his friend there with him is none other than
Abu Muhammad al-Bukamal, the—”
“The butcher of Al-Baghdadi,” Kramer interjected.
“He’s purported to have been the one who burned fortyfive people alive there in Iraq about a year ago. And there
are other atrocities attributed to him as well since then.”
“When were these photos taken?” Brandt asked.
“Some eight hours ago,” Darci answered.
“Do we know where these two bastards went after
taking delivery of the briefcases?”
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“They went straight to Cairo International, where
they boarded an Ethiopian Airways flight for Cape Town.”
“South Africa?” Kramer frowned. “What’s in South
Africa that would have two of ISIS’s top dogs hauling a
couple of briefcases full of stolen diamonds?”
“Not what, but who.”
Kramer looked at Darci then at Brandt and Maria and
back to Darci. His eyes widened. “You don’t mean—”
Darci nodded silently. “Shelley Harper.” Kramer uttered
the woman’s name like a hiss. Shadow’s ears stood up and
the huge dog growled.
“Recall what I told you earlier?” Darci said. “Harrak
was told the contents of the briefcases were needed for an
urgent meeting with a woman formerly associated with an
American crime lord. We’re still moving forward on the
assumption that said woman is our Shelley Harper. All the
pieces are beginning to indicate it’s her.”
“I’ve read through the file you have on her. We know
she has her fingers in a lot of international operations—a
few of which are even legit. I could be wrong, but a
hundred mill in uncut diamonds can translate into a whole
lot more dirty business on her part.” Brandt was resting
back in her seat with her hands clasped behind her head.
“That’s a sure bet, Charlie,” Darci said. “But now that
we suspect a possible link between Harper and ISIS, we
have to change our operation to not only track down
Harper but stop her before she has a chance to put those
diamonds into play and—”
“And find out what she sold to ISIS that’s worth a
hundred million to them.” Kramer leaned forward in his
seat and toyed absently with his dogs’ ears. “You can bet
that whatever it is will include a huge body count in their
plans.”
“Maybe they’re planning to pick up where Al Qaeda
left off with 9/11.” Brandt’s eyes seemed to burn with a
bluish fire. “I lost both of my brothers that day.”
The room fell quiet. Spirit whimpered softly as he
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detected the change in the group and nuzzled closer to
Kramer’s leg. The silence broke as Darci slapped his knees
and stood up. The room lit up and the large theater screen
shut off and slid up into the ceiling with a soft mechanical
hum.
“Which is why we have our jet waiting for you right
now. The crew informs me it normally takes twenty-six
hours to fly non-stop from San Diego to Cape Town.
They’re going to do their best to set a new record time.”
The others rose to their feet and the mood in the
room instantly changed. The dogs sensed it and rocked the
place with their barking. Everyone filed from the room.
“Good as she is, our agent tailing the two ISIS blokes
wasn’t able to get a flight out of Cairo fast enough. But she
did manage to alert another agent on the ground in Cape
Town to watch for their arrival.” Darci opened the front
door and the group headed for Kramer’s Wrangler parked
in the driveway.
“We haven’t heard from the other agent yet, but the
ISIS guys must have landed in Cape Town by now,” Maria
added. “Here’s our agent’s address and cell number.” She
handed Kramer a manila folder. “In there you’ll also find
printouts of the ISIS duo, their background info, plus any
other intel that might be of help. We’ll shoot you updates
as any new intel comes in.”
Kramer, Brandt, and Shadow climbed into the
Wrangler leaving Maria to hold back an anxious and
disappointed Spirit. The black Pit Bull whined pitifully.
Darci laid a hand on Kramer’s shoulder.
“Call us the moment you touch down. In the
meantime, we’ll try to contact the agent there, but he could
well be tailing the ISIS blokes and be out of cell range.
Whatever the case, there’ll be a vehicle waiting for you at
the airport.” He glanced across at Brandt. “Try your best
to do whatever Kramer tells you to do, Charlie.”
Darci patted Kramer’s shoulder and stepped back
from the Wrangler. “We won’t wish you good luck
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because that’s only meant for those unprepared—and
you’re anything but that.”
Kramer responded with a slight nod and drove
through the heavy security gates already standing open at
the head of the driveway. He glanced sideways at Brandt as
they sped down the hill toward the freeway.
“What did Darci mean back there—try your best to
follow my orders?”
Brandt turned her head, pursed her bottom lip, and
shrugged. She shifted back to watching the road ahead.
Kramer’s eyes narrowed then refocused on his driving. He
hated not being privy to any prior association between
Darci and Brandt. It tainted his professional opinion of his
Aussie boss and business partner. It also made him wary of
the real reason behind Brandt’s assignment as his team
member. Her attractiveness aside, Kramer had to be able
to totally focus on the mission and not be distracted by
any infernal intrigue.
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CHAPTER 7

Mother Nature proved benevolent for once and the GSC
corporate jet landed in Cape Town with a new flight time
record to its credit.
The aircraft was directed to an area away from the
main terminal where everyone underwent a perfunctory
customs check. For the crew and Kramer it was a routine
procedure carried out by a local customs officer
accompanied by a Department of Agriculture official from
the American Embassy. Kramer thought the official to be
more likely CIA but it was a new experience for Brandt,
and she found it all a trifle entertaining.
Kramer, Brandt, and Shadow deplaned and the
embassy man handed over the keys to a Land Rover
parked nearby before he drove off without a word.
Kramer walked around the older model vehicle
checking the exterior that was a little worse for wear. He
lifted the hood and found the modified engine to be in
immaculate condition. The interior had been modified as
well to accommodate the specific weapons requested by
Kramer and Brandt.
All good and squared away.
While Kramer carried out his inspection, Brandt
stowed the gear they had brought then checked the
onboard weaponry. Shadow climbed into the Land Rover
and assumed the back seat for himself.
“What now?” Brandt asked from the front passenger
seat.
Kramer stood beside the vehicle and looked about,
then at his watch. The crew had deplaned after carrying
out their post-landing checklist and left for their hotel. The
GSC aircraft was being towed away by a tug to its hangar,
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leaving Kramer and his team alone. “Well, our contact
hasn’t turned up to meet us.” He climbed behind the
wheel. “Let’s see if he’s at home. While I drive, see if you
can raise him on your cellphone. As Darci warned, he
could be tailing our targets and be out of cell range, but try
anyway.” He glanced at the rear vision mirror. “You all
settled back there, Shadow?” The dog barked. “Okay then,
let’s roll out.”
He keyed the agent’s address into the onboard GPS
and the Land Rover moved off toward the nearest exit
gate.
Driving on the left-hand side of the road—the wrong
side—didn’t faze him. While in the Marines, and even
since retiring and joining Global Security Corp, he’d had
many opportunities to sit behind right-hand drive vehicles.
He cast a sideways glance and noticed that Brandt
obviously didn’t share his confidence behind the wheel.
She had a death grip of the roof handle while attempting
to call Darci on her cellphone.
He handled the Land Rover expertly as it sped along
the divided eight-lane highway towards downtown. It was
ten o’clock at night and the mid-March evening air, riding
summer’s tail, was balmy. Traffic was light and the twentyminute drive raced by. It wasn’t long before the N2
highway changed from eight lanes to six and became the
Nelson Mandela Boulevard.
The Land Rover took an off-ramp that curled back
underneath the main thoroughfare. The GPS route skirted
the western edge of City Bowl. The central area of Cape
Town so-called by the locals because it is enclosed by the
dramatic mountainous backdrop of Table Mountain, with
its near vertical cliffs and flat-topped summit over thirtythree hundred feet, with Devil’s Peak and Lion’s Head on
either side.
Residential houses gave way to light industrial
buildings interspersed with obvious low-income structures.
Streets, some poorly lit, slid past and the team spotted
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desultory figures moving among pools of light and dark
shadows.
They rode in silence until Kramer turned onto a dim
street and pulled to a stop before a pillbox-shaped building
surrounded by a five feet high wall heavily daubed with
graffiti. The drab concrete apartment hunkered between
two warehouses with a dark narrow passage either side
separating it from the taller structures. A glow came from
two front windows.
“Anything?” Kramer asked.
Brandt shook her head and put away her cellphone.
Kramer stared at the apartment for a moment. His
gut told him there was something not quite right. Their
agent’s failure to meet them at the airport could be
regarded as odd, but not enough to trigger alarm bells.
Kramer knew all too well that anything might crop up to
throw plans askew. But protocol required the agent to at
least call in. It hadn’t happened. Kramer’s only recourse
was to check the agent’s residence in the hope to make
contact or find answers to his misgivings.
He pulled out his Glock 19 9mm and checked it.
Brandt did likewise with her own handgun, a Sig Sauer
P226 then nodded at Kramer. They alighted from the
Land Rover and Shadow padded quietly at Kramer’s side
as they approached the gate set into the wall. They found it
unlocked. So far not so good.
Kramer and Brandt positioned themselves on either
side of the gate, guns at ready-low position. Brandt
covered Kramer as he eased the gate open with his boot.
He froze when it squeaked, waited several long seconds,
and when nothing happened, pushed it aside enough for
them to slip inside.
The entire front area between the wall and building
was concreted and empty. They moved quickly to the
corners careful to avoid crossing before the windows, and
peered down each side of the apartment. Brandt signaled
that hers was clear except for a window looking onto the
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passage while Kramer signed that his contained a couple of
garbage cans and nothing else.
Ducking low, they approached the front windows and
peered inside. A single room stretched the width of the
apartment with an old TV perched on a folding table at
one end and a worn two-seater lounge and small coffee
table at the other. A naked bulb hung at the end of its cord
in the center of the room.
Kramer motioned to Brandt and they converged on
the front door. Shadow remained at Kramer’s side every
step.
“I know that Darci told us—” Kramer murmured.
Brandt looked grim. “Yeah, but I think both our guts
are telling us different.”
Kramer nodded. He felt good that Brandt’s instincts
mirrored his. That’s a good sign. “You have twenty seconds
to get to the back door. When you hear Shadow and I take
the front you come in through the back.”
Brandt slipped around the corner and Kramer began
counting with Shadow watching him closely. One . . . two . .
. three . . . four . . . five . . . Kramer’s eyes tracked the second
hand on his watch . . . twenty. He stood in front of the
door—and kicked.
Kramer and Shadow exploded into the room. The
Marine ducked to the right in a crouch and swept the
room with his Glock. Shadow leapt to the left and
prepared to spring at anything that moved.
Nothing.
Sound of the back door smashing open reached
them.
“Front clear,” Kramer called.
“Back clear.”
A short hall connected the front and rear rooms. In
the middle were two doors facing each other. Both were
closed. Brandt and Kramer moved quickly and each
slammed a door open.
Kramer pivoted, sweeping the small bedroom with
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eyes and pistol. “Clear.”
Across the hall, Brandt’s voice sounded hard.
“Kramer—in here.”
A man sat on the toilet; his hands bound with wire to
the overhead cistern effectively immobilizing his arms that
were stretched taut. His head was slumped onto his chest
and the mop of blonde hair was dark from perspiration.
The salty smell mingled with that of rusty iron. Blood.
Judging by the copious amount of the dry liquid splashed
over his bare chest, the guy’s throat had been cut.
Brandt stepped forward and lifted the head so they
could see the face. It had been worked over by an expert
who really knew how to trash someone’s face.
Kramer drew a photo out, unfolded it, and held it up
to the destroyed features. “It’s him—our agent.”
“First thought that comes to mind is the poor bastard
got too close to the guys he was meant to tail.” Brandt’s
tone sounded harsh, even unsympathetic.
Kramer’s head snapped up but he held his tongue. He
reached up and untied the agent’s arms then lowered them
slowly. Both had been expertly sliced to the bone in
numerous places. Kramer’s jaw tightened.
“This guy was tortured.”
“No shit, Sherlock.”
Kramer scowled at Brandt but kept his tongue. “And
not too long ago—maybe twelve to eighteen hours.” He’d
seen his fair share, then some, of death. “Here, give me a
hand to move him into the bedroom.”
Space in the bathroom was tight but they managed to
maneuver the body across the hallway and onto the sorrylooking bed. The tired springs protested under the dead
weight.
Kramer draped a sheet over the corpse. “Check the
place over for anything this guy may have left behind.
There might be a clue of some sort that will tell us where
those ISIS characters were headed.”
He began searching the bedroom while Brandt
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stepped out and followed the hall to the front room.
Kramer soon heard furniture being upended and things
thumping to the floor. At the same time Shadow poked his
nose into dark corners and other places.
A short while later they gathered in the front room.
“I didn’t come across anything helpful,” Brandt said.
“Either the place was scoured before we turned up, or our
guy was well and truly into Spartan living.”
“Yeah, I didn’t find anything either,” Kramer added.
He looked around. “Hey, did you come across Shadow, I
haven’t seen him for—”
Sound of a dog barking made them turn and rush to
the back of the house. They found Shadow blocking the
back door and staring up at a pair of spindly dark-skinned
legs hanging from the ceiling. They were kicking wildly as
their owner tried to scramble back into the roof.
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CHAPTER 8

Brandt covered Kramer as he holstered his Glock then
reached up and seized the thin ankles.
“Whoa there. You’re not going anywhere.”
With one hand holding a flaying ankle, he reached
higher with the other, took a handful of scruffy shorts and
began easing the person from the overhead cubbyhole.
Moments later Kramer’s team stood looking down at a
terrified boy of about seven.
Terrified, he cowered in a corner and stared up at his
captors with huge dark brown eyes. He drew his knees up
and wrapped his arms around them, pulling himself into a
tight ball.
Kramer motioned to Brandt to holster her weapon
and signaled Shadow to lie down where he currently stood
at the door. Kramer then eased himself slowly to the floor
and sat cross-legged a few feet from the shivering
youngster, all the while smiling at him.
The boy scrunched up even tighter, wild-looking eyes
dancing between Kramer, Brandt, and Shadow. He
flinched when Kramer extended a hand, palm-up.
“Brandt, take Shadow with you into the front room
and wait there,” Kramer said without taking his eyes off
the boy. He listened as his troops left the room then he
focused his full attention on the young kid.
“Take it easy, you don’t have to be afraid of us.
We’re friends of Maarten.” Kramer referred to the GSC
agent, Maarten de Vries, who they had found murdered.
He noticed the boy react at the mention of the man’s
name.
“My name is Kramer, the woman with me is called
Brandt, and my dog’s name is Shadow. You know
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Maarten—I mean, you knew him? We came to meet with
him tonight. Was Maarten your friend?”
The last question solicited a shaky nod and a trickle
of tears. Kramer shot a glance up at the open manhole.
“He was, wasn’t he? And I’m guessing Maarten put
you up there because he knew there was going to be some
trouble tonight. Am I right?” Another nod. Okay, now we’re
getting somewhere, Kramer thought.
“So he was your friend. Maarten and I were friends
too—very good friends.” Lying to the boy at this stage of
the game couldn’t hurt him any more than what Kramer
suspected he’d already experienced.
Kramer’s voice dropped to a whisper. “So you were
up there when the trouble started?” He indicated the
ceiling with his thumb. Another nod. “You heard things—
terrible things, didn’t you?” More tears. “I know, it hurts
to think about it, but I was a very good friend of
Maarten’s, and I want to get the people who hurt him. You
want that too, don’t you?”
The sniffling stopped and the youngster relaxed a
little. He swiped his nose with his shirtsleeve and regarded
Kramer through slitted eyes. The former Marine sensed he
was being reassessed as a potential ally; someone who
might be able to bring retribution to those responsible for
killing the boy’s friend.
“You’re not messing with me, are you, mister?”
The broad English accent surprised Kramer. It must
have showed on his face because a smile appeared on the
boy’s face for a second then disappeared.
“Nope. I’m being straight with you. Any friend of
Maarten is a friend of mine—er, ours.”
The kid appeared to reach a decision. He unfolded
himself and slowly stood. He was tall for his age so was
able to lean back against the kitchen counter and rest his
thin arms on the tacky linoleum.
“You soldiers?” he asked, pointing with his chin.
“Umm, not exactly.”
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“Special Operations?”
“Exactly what did Maarten tell you about us?”
Kramer stood and reached for a chair, turned it backward
to face the boy, and straddled it. “By the way, what’s your
name?”
“Junior.” The boy studied Kramer then smiled. His
teeth resembled a string of brilliant white pearls against his
dark features. He leveled a finger accusingly. “Ha, I see
what you’re doing there, mister. Changing the subject . . .
clever,” he said in broken English. He shrugged and
crossed his arms. “No matter to me.”
He suddenly sobered. “Maarten told me that some
friends were coming . . . that he had some information
they needed.”
Kramer struggled to remain calm. “Junior, did
Maarten happen to tell you what that information might
be?” The boy shook his head and Kramer’s shoulders
slumped.
“But he did give me this for you.”
When Kramer looked up Junior stood there holding
out a folded sheet of paper. If those big eyes didn’t look so
innocent Kramer would have leapt off his chair and
punched Junior in the arm for being a wise-ass. Instead he
simply wiggled his fingers, signaling the boy to hand him
the paper.
Kramer scanned the note and whistled for Brandt to
come back. Within seconds she was standing at his side,
along with Shadow. This time Junior didn’t cringe from
them.
“What’s that?” Brandt asked.
“De Vries left this note with Junior here to hand over
to us. I guess De Vries had a good idea what was about to
happen. He had Junior hide in the ceiling, which most
likely saved the kid’s life.”
“Maarten saved me from the street,” Junior said
softly, his chin on his chest. “We became family. Now he’s
gone and I have no family . . . again.” Suddenly he lifted
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his head and looked at Kramer and Brandt with a hopeful
expression. His cheeks glistened with tears. “You can be
my family now.”
Kramer took the boy gently by the shoulders. “No,
son, we can’t have you tagging along with us. There might
be some real bad business where we’re going, and that’s no
place for a young boy.”
Junior pulled away and posed defiantly. “I am not a
young boy. I can look after myself. I did not make a sound
as the bad men made Maarten scream. No sound. No
tears. When you came and found me I was not running
away. I . . . I was going back for that.” He pointed at the
paper in Kramer’s hand. “After the bad men left, I . . . I
dropped it when I came down from where Maarten put
me.”
Brandt knelt down beside Kramer and gave Junior
her best disarming smile. “Of course you’re not a boy. It’s
just that sometimes Kramer gets his words mixed up.” She
feigned a scowl at Kramer. “But what he said about it
being too dangerous where—”
“I know the place you are going.”
Brandt and Kramer looked at each other then at
Junior.
“You do?” Kramer asked.
Junior nodded. “Maarten took me with him when he
went to see this place before . . . before . . .” His voiced
trailed off.
“When was this?”
The boy held up two fingers. “Two nights ago.”
“Why would De Vries take the boy with him on a
surveillance run?” Brandt asked softly.
“Because I knew this area he wanted to see,” Junior
answered. All eyes turned on him. “I spent some time
there as a child. My mother and father worked there.”
“Worked where, Junior?” Kramer asked.
“At the Franskraal Winery.”
“Now why in the hell would De Vries be interested in
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a bloody winery?” Brandt asked.
“I guess we’ll soon find out,” Kramer said. He rose
from the chair and slid it to one side. “Junior, I think there
is something you can help us with after all.”
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CHAPTER 9

It’s going to be a warm one today. Kramer’s watch showed
0653, and already the first touch of the morning sun on
the back of his neck felt toasty.
He moved his binoculars slowly in a wide arc.
According to Junior, the rumpled evergreen heathland
around them was called ‘fine bush,’ the name given the
grasses and low-growing woody shrubs by the early
Afrikaans. As far as the eye could see, the terrain was
devoid of trees. Kramer was a lover of forests, and
landscapes lacking any tree at all left him with a sense of
deep depression—for him, a land without trees was
unnatural. He shrugged the sensation off and concentrated
on the task at hand.
Rustling and soft crunching sounded at his side as
Brandt wriggled close.
“Any signs of life?” she whispered despite being just
over four hundred yards from their objective.
“Nothing yet,” Kramer murmured. “Is Junior
awake?”
“Dozing off again. Shadow’s keeping an eye on him.”
Kramer’s team plus one had left Cape Town just
before one a.m., taking the N2 eastward to Bot River,
where they swung onto the R43 and followed it south to
the coast. The road took them through the sleeping seaside
town of Hermanus that crouched below the Kleinriver
Mountains then swung inland as it gave the Walker State
Forest and Nature Reserve a wide berth.
Most of the next town of Gansbaai was still abed,
although Kramer did happen to glimpse movement in the
harbor as fishing boats returned home. A little over three
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miles further on brought them to the outskirts of yet
another coastal town, Franskraal. As Kramer pulled the
Land Rover to the side of the road he noticed a few house
lights winking on.
“Brandt.” He nudged the dozing woman. “This is the
town Junior mentioned. Wake him up. He’s our guide
from this point on. While you’re doing that I’ll rustle up
breakfast.”
Before leaving Cape Town, Kramer thought it wise to
organize provisions for them, as he doubted there would
be time once they hit the road. The others, even including
Shadow, slept all the way leaving Kramer with his thoughts
as he handled the Land Rover through the dark.
There was a lot about Brandt that reminded Kramer
of himself way back when. The rough edges that the drill
sergeants had ground off Kramer during boot camp were
still there in Brandt—an aspect Kramer attributed to her
being an Aussie. The same could be said for her sharp
tongue that bordered on insubordination at times but
caused Kramer to remember that he was no longer in the
military. Nevertheless, as the designated leader, he still
expected a certain amount of respect from his team
member. There might come a time for him to take Brandt
aside and have a word with her on the subject. If she didn’t
like it he wouldn’t hesitate to ship her home.
After breakfast they moved out again, with Junior
leaning forward between Kramer and Brandt. They had
driven almost to the eastern edge of town when the boy
pointed to a road off to the left.
“Maarten went up there.”
The lights of the waking township dropped behind
them as the Land Rover headed away from the coast. They
had spotted a signpost for Franskraal Winery midway
through town but Junior insisted they pass it. He did the
same when they came to a second signpost. They had
driven about a mile when he became excited.
“Maarten took that dirt road. He said something
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about going in the back door.”
The road soon became a track and meandered for
miles and for what felt like hours up the Overberg
escarpment. Several times Kramer and Brandt had eyed
Junior skeptically but the boy always insisted this was the
way Maarten had come. So the Land Rover kept crawling
up the mountainside.
Finally they emerged onto the curved hump of the
range. The team paused long enough to peer back down at
the pale shape of Franskraal and the vast expanse of sea
beyond, then pressed on for another mile or so, until
Junior motioned for Kramer to leave the track and park a
short distance into the scrub.
After heaving a camouflage net over the vehicle,
Kramer and Brandt unloaded their backpacks and
weapons and, with Junior taking point, had humped the
rest of the way to their objective. Sunrise had been a mere
hint then.
Kramer steadied his binoculars and focused on the
house slightly below their position. Maarten could not
have chosen a better observation point.
With dawn at their back, anyone in the house
choosing to look in their direction would have the sun
directly in their eyes. It also meant there was little to no
risk of sunlight reflecting from Kramer’s binoculars that
would draw unwanted attention.
It also brought an unexpected bonus.
“I have movement,” Kramer murmured.
“Where?” Brandt brought out her own binoculars.
“Balcony—northeast corner.”
Kramer estimated the two-story house close to ten
thousand feet square. The luxurious residence,
predominantly constructed of wood, glass, and stainlesssteel, faced south and sat atop the escarpment that
provided a panoramic view of the coast a few miles away
and of the ocean that straddled the West Cape promontory
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that pointed due southwest.
“I have them,” Brandt said. “Are they . . . praying?”
Three men had stepped out onto the expansive
balcony. Each man spread his prayer mat out facing
northeast, presumably toward Mecca, and began praying.
“That they are,” answered Kramer. “They’re Muslims,
and for them it’s Kajr, or pre-dawn, prayer time.”
The men’s genuflecting gave Brandt an excellent
opportunity to employ her binocular camera adapter. She
drew her Smartphone out, attached it and began snapping
images of the trio on the balcony. A few moments later
she downloaded the images to her tablet and compared
them with those Maria had supplied.
“We have a match,” she said. “Two of those men are
Abu Omar al-Masri and Abu Muhammad al-Bukamal. The
third I don’t know, but I’ve uploaded his image to Maria.
With any luck she might be able to ID him before too
long.”
They continued to observe the three men for the next
five minutes then watched as they rolled up their prayer
mats and returned inside the house.
“Anything from Maria?” asked Kramer. He began
sweeping the house and it surrounds with his binoculars
watching for any more occupants.
“No, not yet—wait, one—yes, something is coming
in right now.”
Brandt’s tablet vibrated silently in her hand and the
screen filled with an angry face. An instant later, text
followed and she read quietly to Kramer.
“Third subject identified as Abdul Faris al-Sayyaf.
Joined ISIS at the age of nine, currently twenty-one years
of age. He has no known family or relatives alive. He’s
credited with sixty known kills, and is known to have taken
part in several attacks by ISIS, including two on tourist
groups in Egypt three years ago, and five in Iraq involving
police stations, schools, and markets.”
“Quite the busy little terrorist,” Kramer growled.
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Brandt put her tablet away. “When I uploaded those
shots to Maria I also asked her to check into Franskraal
Winery—who owns the business, that sort of stuff.” She
regarded the house for a long moment. “So we know those
ISIS blokes had the stolen diamonds with them when they
left Cairo. Now they pop up here of all places. Either they
plan to buy themselves a butt load of wine or they’re here
with something else in mind.”
“My money’s on the latter.”
“Yeah, mine, too. But what do you—”
Hearing the sound of a shotgun being racked always
gives a person pause.
“Hey, wie is jou?” The deep guttural voice came from
behind. The Afrikaan’s voice rumbled thick and menacing.
Kramer and Brandt exchanged frowns. Kramer
noticed Brandt’s hand inch toward her sidearm but she
stopped when he shook his head. They both rolled over
slowly and raised their hands, their eyes fixated on the
business end of a Beretta 1301 Tactical shotgun.
“Kry om jou voete. Staan op.” There was no mistaking
the commanding sharp jerks of the shotgun.
They carefully rose to their feet.
The man behind the weapon was an imposing six feet
of solid muscle, a fact that even his loose combat uniform
failed to disguise. His square-jaw, piercing blue eyes, and
shock of blonde hair echoed the idealistic Aryan image
promoted on German posters of the Adolf Hitler era.
“Wat dink jy doen jy hier is?” the man scowled.
“He wants to know what we’re doing here. I think he
might be a security guy from the house,” Brandt
whispered.
“Yeah, I pretty much guessed that for myself,”
Kramer replied.
“Waarom die hardeware?” The man pointed at their
weapons with his chin.
“He’s asking about—”
“Thanks. I got the message, Brandt.” Suddenly
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Kramer shoved her to the side. He spun on his heel and
dove in the opposite direction.
“Hey, what the fu—” Brandt disappeared in a tangle
of arms and legs among the knee-high scrub.
The shotgun-wielding security guard stood transfixed
for a split second then whirled around at the sound of
crunching brush.
He was too late.
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CHAPTER 10

A tan-colored tsunami surged up from the brush and fell
upon the unsuspecting security guard. His shotgun spiraled
out of his hands and landed with a rasping thud several
feet away as Shadow hit the man with two hundred
pounds of canine fury. Man and animal crashed to the
ground in a tangle of flaying arms and legs. Shadow’s
massive maw crushed the guard’s throat, effectively cutting
off any attempt to scream for help.
It was all over in seconds.
Brandt recovered the shotgun and crabbed her way
back to the fight scene. Shadow lay beside the body
watching Kramer search through the clothing.
“Bloody hell, I’ve heard stories about Shadow, but
they don’t half compare with seeing him in action,” she
exclaimed softly. She paid scant attention to the ripped
throat. “Find anything useful?”
Kramer retrieved a small slim wallet from a trouser
pocket and thumbed through it. “Judging by this driver’s
license, our unfortunate friend here is one Pieter Swart,
twenty-seven years old, and has his address in Kuils
River…I think that’s a suburb outside Cape Town. And
this card has him working for Franskraal Security Services.
I’m guessing that’s either a division of Franskraal Winery,
or that both businesses may operate under an umbrella
company.”
Brandt lay on her stomach, her binoculars trained on
the house. “Maria might come up with that info after she’s
had a chance to dig into the winery company,” she said.
A surprised squeak sounded from behind. They
peered over their shoulders and spied Junior’s head poking
through a stand of grass. The boy’s eyes were as big as
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saucers as he gawked at the body and the damage wrought
by Shadow. As Junior wriggled through the scrub, the dog
crawled to meet him, then together they worked their way
across the ground to join Kramer and Brandt.
“I—I thought I heard something. It woke me, so I
came to see—”
“Shadow surprised the guy who surprised us,”
Kramer murmured. He used a corner of the man’s jacket
to cover his face and neck. “We don’t have to worry about
him any more. We have—”
A muffled metallic voice squawked from beneath the
body.
“Pieter, report in. C’mon man, quit muckin’ about—
you’re late callin’ in.”
Kramer swore under his breath and rolled the body
over. Entangled in a squashed mess of grass and bush lay a
small portable 2-way radio.
“Pieter, get your butt back here on the double. Our
guests are getting ready to leave, and the boss wants you to
ride shotgun.”
Kramer retrieved the radio and thumbed a switch.
“Regso, ek hoor. Ek is oppad.”
“Yeah, well double time it, man. You don’t want to
get yourself on her bad side.”
“Regso.” Kramer stuffed the radio in one of his utility
pockets. He looked up and noticed Brandt eyeing him.
“Well, I’m impressed,” she said. “No one told me you
could speak Afrikaans. So what did you say?”
“I just acknowledged the call and said that I was on
my way back. And did you hear what I heard? The guy
referred to the boss as ‘her’.”
Brandt glanced at the house. “Yeah, I picked up on
that. I take it as confirmation that we’re on the money; that
the woman in the house could well be Harper. The way
that bloke sounded probably gives us about five minutes—
ten tops before our friend here is missed.”
“My thought exactly. And it also sounds like our ISIS
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team is about to leave.” Kramer studied the house. His
eyes narrowed as he considered their next move.
Their primary mission was to track the terrorists and
the diamonds to whoever they were meeting with and
prevent that person from utilizing the diamonds for
whatever diabolical purpose he or she had in mind.
Kramer’s unit had achieved phase one of its mission.
Nothing had been specified about what to do about
the ISIS group but Kramer felt he had the opportunity to
cause the terrorist organization a significant headache if he
were to take them out. But they were about to leave so he
had to make a move and do it fast.
“Whatcha thinking, boss?” Brandt whispered.
Kramer rolled onto his side and looked back at the
way they had come. We don’t have time to get back to the Land
Rover, he thought.
“How good are you with that?” He nodded at the
rifle bag lying at Brandt’s side.
“Good enough,” she replied simply.
“I hope so.” Because I’m about to find out in the worst
possible way, he thought.
Kramer quickly outlined his plan while Brandt slid
out her Mk-11 .300 Win Mag and attached its Knights
Armament suppressor. She set the tripod up, checked the
sniper rifle’s bolt action and fitted the Nightforce NXS 832 x 56 scope. To Kramer it certainly looked like the
woman knew her business.
“Ready when you are, boss,” she said, screwing her
ball cap backwards on her head.
Kramer laid a hand on Junior’s shoulder.
“Remember, whatever happens you stay close by Charlie.”
The boy nodded solemnly. Brandt gave Kramer a curious
look; he’d never used her first name before.
“Hey, boss.” Brandt pointed towards the house. “I
guess their curiosity got the better of them.”
“Damn,” Kramer muttered.
They watched as three figures emerged from around
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the front of the house and began moving somewhat in
their direction. They’ve come looking for their mate, Kramer
thought. He decided to stick with his plan nonetheless.
“Okay, I’m moving out. Keep a close eye on those
guys. I’m trusting you to watch my six.”
“Roger that.” Brandt nestled into a comfortable firing
position. “Ready when you are.”
With a last command to Shadow to stay with Brandt
and Junior, Kramer wriggled backward a few feet then
rolled to his left through the scratchy brush until he judged
he was below the ridge line. He rose to a low crouch and
began moving as swiftly as he could in a shallow arc
toward the house. As his senses heightened he became
acutely aware of the sun’s growing heat on his neck and
through his clothing.
Shrubs scratched and plucked at his pants as he broke
into a crouched run. He had to be in position before the
ISIS group left the house. Beads of sweat formed at his
hairline and seeped into his cap band. He dragged air in
through gritted teeth, occasionally swiping his drying lips
with his tongue. If only he had another couple of people in
his unit to improve the chances of his plan succeeding.
Oh well, he thought, it is what it is. He speeded up. As
he forged ahead he couldn’t help part of his mind going
off on a tangent. From the moment he decided to have the
boy along part of Kramer rebelled at the added
responsibility. It was the last thing he needed on this
mission. The youngster was undoubtedly a liability that
could suddenly turn into something deadly.
It paralleled military arguments for allowing women
on the frontline. A vast majority of military still regarded
the fairer sex as being the weakest and that men might
unnecessarily risk their own lives to rescue a female unit
member. Kramer considered himself a fence sitter on the
subject but now, with Junior along, he felt himself leaning
toward the argument against women.
As much as he didn’t like having Brandt with him, he
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had to reluctantly acknowledge the fact that she appeared
competent enough to look after herself. She certainly had
the Aussie attitude—time would tell if she had the balls to
back it up. He could only hope that neither of them would
find themself being forced to throw caution to the wind to
run to Junior’s rescue.
A voice whispered from the back of his mind that
this train of thought all resulted from Sarah’s untimely
death and the guilt he’d heaped upon himself for it. The
voice was always there, and nothing he tried could shrug it
off. He refocused.
Moments later he broke out of the fine bush to find
himself at the edge of the road leading from the house. It
wasn’t much better than a rough rock-strewn track switch
backing its way down the ridge toward Franskraal that lay
hidden from sight several miles away.
No dust trails. That meant the ISIS group hadn’t
passed this way. Great.
Kramer quickly scanned the terrain. The road twisted
uphill to the house and he could see the leading edge of
the roofline jutting above the hilltop. The switchback he
stood on looked like a tilted V, with the point to his right
and him on the lower arm. The ISIS vehicle would travel
downhill and make a slow sharp turn onto the V’s upper
arm that would bring it broadside to where he currently
stood.
He looked about for a good line-of-fire position and
spotted a deep depression at the road’s edge. After
scraping away several large rocks and debris, he settled into
the hole with his feet braced against a slight embankment.
Perfect. He had clear sight of the entire length of road
slanting down the hill.
He made sure his Glock had a full magazine and
chambered a round. Next he slung the Heckler and Koch
MP5K from his back, checked it, and then settled down to
wait.
He didn’t have to wait long.
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CHAPTER 11

A shotgun boomed off to Kramer’s right. That’s not good.
Apart from her sniper rifle and Sig Sauer, Brandt had the
shotgun from the guard Shadow had killed. Either one of
the guys from the house had his own and just took a shot
at her, or she used hers. Either way was bad news because
it meant close action. I hope she, Junior, and Shadow are okay,
because right now I have my own hide to worry about, and can’t do a
damn thing about theirs.
A Mercedes SUV roared into view, spewing rocks and
dust as the driver fought to keep the vehicle on the rough
road. The windows had limousine tinting, which made it
impossible for Kramer to spot the passengers.
He waited for the SUV to make the left-hand turn
bringing it broadside to his position then he opened fire.
Bullets from his MP5K raked the length of the vehicle
punching holes into the metal body and blowing the front
tire. He aimed another burst higher and saw the windows
explode into a shower of glittering glass. For a split second
he glimpsed one of the ISIS men staring wide-eyed at him.
The SUV swerved, struck the upper embankment
then bounced onto the road only to lose traction on the
ball-bearing gravel and slip over the road’s lower edge. The
engine screamed as the driver fought to regain control.
Dust plumed into the air as the rear tires ripped at the
loose edge. Then, in slow motion, the SUV tilted toward
Kramer. He fired at the windscreen then bolted from his
position.
He ran up the road then turned to watch the
Mercedes begin its death roll down the hill. A short burst
from his MP5K punctured the exposed fuel tank and
ignited it. Seconds later the vehicle was a ball of fire
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cavorting down the slope until it struck a large rock that
sent it spiraling out of sight. Suddenly a fireball shot into
the morning sky and the countryside echoed with a
massive rumble.
Kramer inserted a new magazine into his weapon and
turned toward the house. If his attack didn’t bring people
running nothing would.
He left the road and moved through the brush,
making an oblique approach to the impressive residence
that edged slowly into view. Eventually he had the
forecourt in sight and took a knee. He smiled to himself
when he caught movement at his two o’clock and saw it
was Brandt closing in. Junior and Shadow trailed her at a
safe distance, the boy gripping the dog’s collar.
Brandt smiled at Kramer and, with a chopping hand
motion, he directed her to the eastern side of the building.
She nodded and Kramer immediately felt the tension leave
his neck and shoulders. His team was safe.
He caught Shadow’s attention and, using a series of
hand signals, motioned the huge dog to cover Brandt’s
back by watching the rear of the house. The animal
immediately dropped to the ground, pulling the boy down
with him, and focused on the rear corner of the building.
Kramer turned to see a half dozen armed men
running down the front steps. They paused at the bottom
not sure exactly where the attackers might be, but long
enough for Kramer to send a fusillade into their ranks.
Two figures slumped to the ground dead and another
began dragging himself back up the steps trailing blood.
Just then Brandt rounded the corner of the house and
brought down another two men with blasts from her
shotgun. The remaining man tossed his weapon aside and
threw his hands up in surrender. Kramer rose to his feet
and advanced on the house as Brandt approached the sole
survivor. Her shotgun twitched and he promptly dropped
to his knees.
“Think that’s all of them?” she asked Kramer when
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he joined her.
He glanced up the marble staircase and the blood trail
leading through the open front door. “Your guess is as
good as mine.” A scream came from around the side of
the house then trailed off into a gurgling sound. “I guess
not,” he added. “But that might be.”
Brandt tapped their prisoner on the shoulder with her
weapon and he flinched. “Are there anymore buggers like
you inside?” The man looked about at the prone figures
and the bloody steps and shook his head. “For your sake,
there better not be, mate.” She produced a set of heavy
plastic ties and bound his hands and feet. “There, that
should hold you. Now what, boss?”
Both stood regarding the quiet residence for a
moment. “Feel up to a little house cleaning?” Kramer
asked. Brandt nodded, and they reloaded their weapons
then climbed the stairs.
Kramer took point as they moved through the house
clearing it room by room. The silence rattled in their ears.
Their nerves grew taut with every step. Brandt moved
professionally, efficiently but Kramer felt compelled to
keep one eye on her nonetheless. He hated every second
until they reached the last room.
“All clear,” Brandt announced.
“Maybe, maybe not.”
“Come again, boss?”
Kramer gazed around. “We discovered the ISIS
group here. We know they brought the diamonds with
them and Intel had them meeting with a woman—
supposedly Shelley Harper.”
“So?”
“So, if all that is correct, where is she?”
“Damn, in all the excitement I forgot about her.”
Brandt glanced around. “Geez, I haven’t a clue, boss.
We’ve cleared every room.”
“We must’ve missed something,” Kramer grumbled.
“We have no choice but to make another sweep through
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the place. This time I’ll call in some extra help.”
Brandt looked at him quizzically as he withdrew a
small silver whistle and blew it. Moments later Shadow
bounded up the stairs and slid to a stop before them, his
snout and jaw dark with fresh blood.
“Well, bloody hell—I’m impressed,” said Brandt.
Just then Junior joined them. He bent over holding
his sides as he fought to regain his breath. After a few
moments he straightened up and smiled. “That’s some dog
you have there.”
Kramer knelt in front of the boy and clasped his
shoulder. “Listen Junior.” His tone was unmistakably
serious. “We think someone might still be here in the
house. I don’t want you getting hurt so I have a very
important job I want you to do for us.” The boy drew
himself up. “I want you to stay just outside the front door
and keep watch for anyone who might come up the road
while we search the place. You’re our extra set of eyes. Can
you do that for us—for me?”
Junior puffed out his chest and nodded earnestly.
Kramer smiled and patted the boy’s shoulder. “Good. I
knew we could trust you, otherwise I wouldn’t have agreed
to bring you along with us.” He held up the dog whistle. “I
want you to use this the instant you spot anyone. We won’t
hear it but Shadow will, no matter where we are.” He
handed the instrument to Junior whose eyes immediately
lit up. “You understand everything I just said?” Junior
nodded enthusiastically.
Kramer stood up and ushered the boy to the front
door. “Brandt and I are relying on you—Shadow, is too.”
Then, tousling the boy’s hair, Kramer turned and joined
Brandt. “We’ll start upstairs and work our way back down.
C’mon, Shadow.”
Ninety minutes later they stood in the ultra-modern
kitchen after carrying out a meticulous search of every
room.
“Damned if I know where the sheila got to,” Brandt
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said, referring to Shelley Harper. She placed her shotgun
on the huge island tabletop and leaned on the glowing
marble. “I must give her credit for having expensive taste.
Look at all this stuff. The whole kitchen looks like
something out of a sci fi movie.”
Kramer looked around and saw the kitchen for the
first time. He had to agree with Brandt; the whole set up
was exceptional—and extremely expensive. Harper either has
someone cook for her, or the woman was a half-decent cook herself.
“I must confess, when it comes to kitchens or
cooking I’m a novice, but does that refrigerator look
overly big to you?” he asked.
Brandt regarded the appliance for a long moment
then pursed her lips. “Now that you mention it . . .”
She walked across the room and stood before the
large unit. After checking the outside she pulled the door
open. “Wow, havva gander at these goodies. Harper’s
expensive taste even extends to her food.” She began
rummaging through items on the shelves. “All of a sudden
I feel famished.”
Kramer felt hungry as well and joined his partner. He
crouched to better examine the laden lower shelf.
Inadvertently he knocked a large can of Petrossian Caviar
onto the marble floor. He replaced it . . . then paused.
“Hey, Charlie, check this out.”
Brandt froze with a handful of Culatello di Zibello
midway to her mouth. “What?”
“This here.”
She quickly stuffed the Italian gourmet meat in her
mouth and bent down to have a closer look at what
Kramer was pointing at. “Mumph?” Surprisingly, Kramer
understood her.
“Don’t these marks look strange to you?”
Brandt forced the mouthful of food down, making
her cough painfully for a few minutes. Tears coursed down
her cheeks as she examined the fine scratches in the
marble tiling. She traced the long arc with a finger.
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“Doesn’t make sense. If these were made by the
fridge, how come they come out and then swing in the
opposite direction to the door?”
“I’m with you. If the marks come from someone
moving the refrigerator around then . . .” Kramer paused
then got down on all fours ‘til his face almost touched the
refrigerator shelving. Damn. He stood up slowly, gripped
the edge of the shelf trim, and pulled.
To their astonishment the whole shelf section slid
forward and swung open like a second door, quietly
scraping the tile floor in the process.
Kramer and Brandt found themselves peering down
twenty or thirty feet of stairs to what appeared to be a
polished concrete floor. They looked at each other in
amazement.
“Crikey! Knock me down with a feather,” she
whispered.
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CHAPTER 12

Kramer took point.
Feeling somewhat foolish, he stepped into the
refrigerator and descended the stairs with Brandt and
Shadow following quietly close behind. At the bottom,
Kramer and Brandt edged to either side of a long passage
while Shadow stood in the center. The entire corridor was
constructed of polished concrete with an eight-foot high
curved ceiling. It ran directly some fifty feet to a large solid
wooden door that stood partially open.
The trio moved forward cautiously, wary they could
be walking into a trap. A shiver tickled up Kramer’s arms
and at first he thought it was his nerves, but then realized
that it was the damn chill in the air.
He and Brandt both wore Speed 3.0 five-inch tactical
boots with oil and slip-resistant urban soles that were
whisper quiet on the concrete underfoot. Shadow’s claws,
on the other hand, emitted soft clicks that echoed around
them.
As they drew nearer to the door they noticed steel
strapping that gave a distinct medieval touch to the
woodwork. They also saw how thick the door was. That’s
not normal. Someone is overly protective of whatever is on the other
side.
Brandt took a position to the side of the narrow
opening with her weapon ready. Shadow crouched beside
her. Kramer squared off in front of the door and, with his
fingers, signaled a countdown.
3...2...1
His boot slammed into the heavy door. Expecting
more resistance, Kramer nearly toppled forward off his
feet as the heavy portal swung smartly inward. It didn’t
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make a sound.
Brandt rushed through the opening and ducked
sideways. She swept the area with her MP5K as Shadow
bounded after her and scanned the same space with his
acute vision. Kramer entered a second later and stood with
his back to the door; his own MP5K prepared for
anything.
The place was like a tomb; no expected gunfire, no
one charging at them. Deadly quiet—except for the rush
of air as Kramer and Brandt nervously exhaled.
“I’m not sure what I was expecting . . . but it certainly
wasn’t this,” whispered Brandt. “Get a load of this place.
What is it?”
“Looks like an oversized wine cellar,” Kramer replied.
They both looked about, stunned by the enormity of
the chamber. Its overall size was lost in the shadows that
flanked the long row of huge wooden barrels that
stretched away from where the trio stood transfixed.
“Maybe we got this all wrong. Maybe the ISIS dudes
did actually come loaded with diamonds to do some real
serious wine buying.”
“I doubt it,” Kramer said. “Shadow—recon.”
The large dog sprang forward and immediately began
sweeping the surroundings for any signs of activity. His
training also made him proficient in detecting explosives,
drugs, and weapons. Under the watchful eyes of his
teammates, the canine continued to widen his search until
it took him into the shadows.
Ten minutes later he reemerged and trotted back to
them, his tongue lolling from what passed for a doggy grin.
“That’s a good sign,” Kramer said.
Suddenly Shadow stopped several feet away, sniffed
the air then dropped his nose to the floor. He zigzagged
for a few minutes then appeared to lock onto some kind of
scent. The lolling tongue slipped back into a seriouslooking mouth.
“What about that? Good sign, too?” Brandt asked.
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“Maybe, maybe not. Depends on what he’s detected.”
They walked over to where Shadow sniffed around
the base of one of the huge barrels.
“Maybe he’s a closet wino,” Brandt commented.
“Hardly,” Kramer said. “My buddy’s a teetotaler—
sticks to water.”
“Well, whatever it is, it has his attention.”
“Stand down, Shadow.” The dog backed off and sat
as Kramer approached the front of the barrel. It must be at
least twelve feet high, he thought. He ran his hands over the
dark wood, feeling the heavy grain beneath his fingers. He
couldn’t even begin to guess at the volume of wine it
contained. But there had to be more to what he could see
‘cause Shadow’s nose never failed on the job.
He was conscious of Brandt keeping an eye on the
room while he concentrated on Shadow’s find. Kramer
studied the thick metal rim with its large rounded studs.
Just for laughs he began pressing each stud he could reach.
You never know, one could be a button that triggered something.
Nothing happened. He pursed his lips in frustration.
Kramer glanced round at his dog but the animal still
sat patiently watching him. Damn, Shadow knows there’s
something here—but what? When is he going to learn to speak up?
Frustration gave way to anger and Kramer slapped
the side of the barrel. The soft clunk was barely
discernible. He jerked with surprise as a tall door popped
slightly open.
Shadow emitted a dolce bark and thumped his tail.
“Well, I’ll be,” muttered Kramer.
“You say something, boss?” Then Brandt caught her
breath. “I’ll never question Shadow’s nose again.”
Kramer eased the door wider using the tip of his
MP5K.
A gun blast nearly knocked the weapon from his
hand.
The door shuddered as round after round punched
into it. Kramer jerked back from the opening. Shadow
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barked aloud and leapt to his side as Brandt dropped to a
crouch and pointed her weapon at the door. Splinters
zipped through the air as the person inside kept up a
steady fusillade.
Brandt touched her cheek and pointed at Kramer. He
felt his face and his fingers came away sticky with blood.
Shaking his head slightly, he indicated to his partner that
he was okay—it was only a scratch. A bullet zinged past
his ear and he dropped to his knee.
Their ears rang from the crash of gunfire and the
whole cavernous wine cellar reverberated with the
explosive racket. Brandt eased onto her stomach and
wriggled up to the door until she could reach it with her
MP5K. She hooked the gun’s forward sight under the
door, yanked it open and fired.
Shattering glass intensified the firefight noise.
Kramer’s team squinted as their ears were pounded
mercilessly. When Brandt stopped to replace her empty
magazine, Kramer poked his weapon round the edge of
the doorframe and filled the air beyond with a hail of
bullets. But the mystery shooter wasn’t done; heavy return
fire ripped into woodwork and concrete. Kramer’s face
and hands stung from flying debris.
This is getting nowhere fast. He was concerned that the
longer the firefight went on, the chances of one of his
team—or even him—getting hit increased. Enough of this
fuckin’ around. Reaching into one of his utility pockets, he
withdrew a set of thick booties that he tossed to Brandt,
and indicated for her to put them on Shadow’s feet. When
she signaled she was done, Kramer reached into another
pocket and pulled out a stun grenade. Holding up a hand
so both Brandt and Shadow could see it, he signaled with
his fingers.
3...2...1
He lobbed the banger through the open door.
A brilliant flash and bang rocked the room. Trained
to the point of being largely desensitized to the resulting
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explosion, Kramer, Brandt, and Shadow charged through
the doorway. White smoke floated lazily in the air.
A large black man stumbled drunkenly about the
shattered remains of a once luxurious meeting room and
bar. Temporarily blinded by the grenade’s flash, he groped
around with one hand, the other scrubbing frantically at
his eyes. He tried in vain to reclaim his damaged hearing
by working his jaw.
Kramer’s team had only five seconds to act before
the man regained even a portion of his sight. The shooter
was quickly taken down and handcuffed. Shadow stood
patiently in the doorway observing his fellow teammates
conduct a thorough search of the large room.
Brandt shook her head in silent answer to Kramer’s
questioning look. She hadn’t found anything of
importance. They both stood before the injured shooter
sitting propped up against the wall. Kramer nudged the
man’s foot with his boot.
“Hey, can you hear yet?”
The guy answered by tilting his head and turning it
this way and that trying to locate the source of Kramer’s
voice. The former Marine squatted and repeated his
question louder. This time the man’s head turned and
zeroed in on Kramer.
“Good. Where is your boss, Shelley Harper?”
“Ek verstaan nie,” the man replied shaking his head.
“Oh, you understand perfectly well.” Kramer seized
the man’s injured ankle and twisted it hard. A painful yelp
filled the room. “Now, where is Harper? Is she still
somewhere here in the house?”
The guy blinked rapidly, a sign that his impaired
vision was returning. He squinted at his three captors and
grinned. His bloodshot eyes and bloody teeth created a
ghoulish face. “She gone,” he croaked, and broke into a
coughing spasm.
“Yeah? Gone—gone where? Quit stalling.” Anger
and frustration crept into Kramer’s voice.
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“You cannot catch her. She long gone.”
“I haven’t heard any other vehicles leaving,” Brandt
said.
“Me neither,” Kramer replied. He glanced at Shadow.
“And Junior hasn’t signaled from his lookout either. I
doubt very much that Harper is the type of person to hoof
it out on foot.”
“That only leaves us with two options,” Brandt said.
“That she is still around here somewhere, or—”
“Or she has another way off the property—maybe an
aircraft.” Kramer studied the gunman closely for a minute
but the man merely grinned back. Kramer tilted his head.
“Shadow, come here, boy.”
The dog stepped to Kramer’s side. The man’s eyes
widened and he cringed harder against the wall. Kramer
had read somewhere that many blacks in South Africa
were exceptionally skittish around dogs. Their fear
stemmed from those times when the white security forces
used dogs for supposed crowd control. It appears the article
was right.
Shadow and Kramer had perfected their own
technique for interrogating captives. Kramer clicked his
fingers and the huge dog shoved his blood-matted maw up
to the gunman’s face. Despite being big himself, the man
whimpered and the stench of warm urine seeped into the
room.
“Where is Harper?” Kramer asked softly.
“Go . . . go to the . . . end of the . . . cellar,” the man
stammered. “There’s a door—”
“Right.” Kramer sprang to his feet. Shadow eyed the
man menacingly for a moment longer then stepped away.
The dog followed his handler as he made for the doorway.
“What about this bloke?” Brandt asked.
“That double set of cuffs will hold him. C’mon, he’s
held us up too long already.”
Brandt waited until Kramer and Shadow stepped
from sight then she clipped the guy with the butt of her
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gun. “And that should hold you even longer, mate.” The
man slumped onto his side as she ran after her teammates.
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CHAPTER 13

They exited through a hidden door to find themselves
standing in a small one-room office. The building stood
midway down a low ridge that formed one side of a
narrow valley that stretched a quarter mile off to their left,
and two or three miles to their right. The ridges were
covered in rows of grapevines, and merged at their base
with tall lush grass that carpeted the valley floor. But the
trio was blind to the rugged beauty.
Their attention was fully focused on the airstrip
below.
The gunman hadn’t stalled them quite long enough.
Kramer and his teammates had stormed down the length
of the wine cellar and discovered another formidablelooking door barely discernible the dim light. Thankfully it
wasn’t locked, and the short tunnel beyond ended at an
ordinary-looking door. Kramer eased it open and he and
the others stepped through the opening into a room awash
with brilliant daylight.
It took valuable seconds for their eyes to adjust
before they caught sight of the airstrip and the figures
hustling around the lone aircraft.
“C’mon,” called Kramer. Brandt and Shadow rushed
after their leader as he charged down the slope.
The former Marine always regarded it extraordinary
how his mind could operate at various levels even in the
midst of the fiercest firefight. In Afghanistan, during one
of his deployments, his patrol had been ambushed, and the
fighting quickly turned to hand-to-hand combat. Despite
the desperate battle, he had been stunned to realize that
part of his mind had drifted off to scenes of his family’s
farm back in Palco, Kansas.
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It wasn’t quite the same as he bounded down through
the vineyard toward the waiting aircraft, but Kramer was
surprised nonetheless that he suddenly realized they’d left
Junior still keeping lookout at the house. The boy was
totally alone. The thought was dashed from his mind as
spouts of dirt erupted in front of him and bullets clipped
leaves off vines close by.
His team had been spotted.
“Keep going,” Brandt yelled over the din. “I’ll cover
you.” The woman instantly dropped to a kneeling position
and began returning fire. Rounds from her MP5K stitched
a path across the airstrip into a group of men crouching
beside a black SUV. Three slumped to the ground and the
remaining four scattered. A couple stopped long enough to
turn and fire haphazardly in her direction. She took them
out. The last two men headed for the far slope and the
relative safety it offered.
Kramer and Shadow reached the edge of the tarmac.
A high-pitched whine filled the valley as pilots aboard the
corporate jet brought its engines to life. Kramer was close
enough to pick out the black and gold lettering stenciled
on the white fuselage—Inkwazi Enterprises.
Gunfire winked at him from the dark interior of the
aircraft’s hangar. Pieces of tarmac exploded several feet to
his left. Kramer fell to the ground and from his prone
position directed heavy fire at the building. He was
conscious of Shadow dashing off toward two men
desperately making for a red fuel tender.
Bullets ripped closer to Kramer. He rolled away to his
right and fired into the hangar. The jet swung sharply
round to align itself with the runway. Hot exhaust buffeted
him and threatened to blast him off the tarmac. The earsplitting scream of the engines hammered him almost
senseless as they throttled up.
Suddenly Brandt appeared at his side. Her mouth
moved but Kramer couldn’t hear a word above the engine
noise. She knelt, aimed and fired. Chunks of rubber flew
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from one of the jet’s tires. The aircraft kept rolling
forward, picking up speed. She shifted her aim and bullets
punched a series of holes along the nacelle, or outer casing,
of one of the engines. A puff of white smoke erupted from
the motor but it continued to run.
Kramer could see that the angle wasn’t right
otherwise Brandt would have fired at the cockpit. She fired
into the plane’s body instead, Kramer hoping against hope
she might inadvertently hit Harper inside. There was no
telling that she succeeded.
The jet reached the center of the runway, aligned its
nose and leapt forward. The aircraft hurtled down the
airstrip then rotated. They watched as the aircraft rose into
the clear light azure sky and their frustration along with it.
A minute later Kramer felt a little satisfaction at the
sight of a thin dark grey smoke trail streaming from the
damaged engine. Only then did he become aware that a
tentative silence had fallen over the airfield.
Kramer stepped to her side and laid a hand on her
shoulder. “Nice going. You did a good number on that jet.
I’m thinking it won’t get too far; it’ll limp off to another
airport somewhere.”
“This must be where Junior’s folks worked,” Brandt
surmised. “Remember? He said they worked at the
Franskraal Winery.”
Kramer glanced around. “Yeah, you’re probably
right.” He pulled his cellphone out, frowned, and looked
over his shoulder. “Go help Shadow clean up here while I
run back to the top of the ridge. Hopefully I’ll be able to
call Darci and have him reach the authorities in Cape
Town. If they react fast enough we might just be lucky
enough to nab Harper before she switches aircraft and
disappears.” He turned and sprinted off.
Atop the ridge Kramer had a clear view of Brandt
and Shadow checking for any more of Harper’s people.
His cellphone registered a strong signal so he put a call
into Darci and Maria. As he updated them he eyeballed the
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area and noticed a couple of mangy-looking wild dogs
watching him a couple hundred yards distance. After two
or three minutes one of them let out a high yip then they
both loped out of sight.
From where he stood, Kramer could barely pick out
the rooftop of Harper’s house, and the dozen or so
vultures spiraling out of the heavens toward it. Gotta love
Nature’s African clean up crew.
He reported to Darci of his attack on the vehicle
fleeing Harper’s house, and the ISIS group onboard. Darci
then informed him ISIS communication channels were
running hot with the news the organization had lost two
high-ranking persons, and one of their best fighters in a
cowardly attack.
“There was no mention of where the attack took
place but the timing is far from coincidental. Maria and I
believe the chatter confirms your hit,” Darci said. “From
what we’ve picked up, and from what you’ve reported, it
sounds as if the three ISIS blokes were definitely the
diamond couriers.”
“How did news of my attack get out so fast?”
“One of the blokes still at the house must have got a
call off before you took him out,” Darci answered.
Then as Kramer expected, he and Brandt were
ordered to remain in place and assist the local authorities
when and wherever possible in locating and capturing
Harper. Darci stressed the importance of seizing those
diamonds. “Harper cannot be allowed to use them to
finance some hair-brain scheme she might have in mind.”
Kramer ended the call with a promise to keep his home
base updated as soon as anything new came to hand.
He hollered out to his team below and signed for
them to join him back at the tunnel entrance inside the
vineyard office.
*

*

*

*
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The Inkwazi Enterprises corporate jet was discovered
five hours later at a seldom-used airfield twelve miles
outside Port Elizabeth some three hundred sixty miles
from Harper’s private airfield. A concerned farmer called
the local constabulary after seeing, what he thought to be
an aircraft in distress, make an awkward landing.
Normally a seven and quarter hours drive, Kramer
made the trip to Port Elizabeth in a little over five. As the
mileposts flashed past Brandt spent most of the time
supporting her leader’s decision to leave Junior behind.
While they had waited for news of Harper’s jet,
Kramer had sat the boy down and explained at length why
he could no longer be a part of his team. Dealing with the
youngster had proved harder than expected. Kramer had
grown quite fond of the spunky boy but from here on the
mission could take them anywhere and he simply couldn’t
justify dragging the kid along.
By the time the report of the jet’s location came in,
Junior had agreed, albeit reluctantly, that he had proven
himself to be a valuable asset for the mission, but that his
role was no longer needed. Fortunately for everyone, a
Franskraal constable stepped forward and offered to take
Junior under his wing. Apparently he detected the possible
makings of a new police recruit in the boy and promised to
watch over him until Junior turned the right age to enlist.
Kramer and Brandt could see the excitement in the boy’s
eyes at his newfound prospects. They both hugged him
and wished him good fortune. Shadow said farewell to
Junior in typical canine fashion--with a long wet tongue
slurp. Then the Land Rover sped off.
The scene at the airfield was one of organized chaos.
The local police didn’t impress Kramer at first because
they acted as if they had never seen an aircraft riddled by
bullets before. But the Global Security Corporation agent’s
misgivings were laid aside when the police detailed how
they had sealed off all egress of Port Elizabeth and the
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environ within twenty minutes of the plane being found.
This quick action resulted in the capture of the jet’s flight
crew, who were discovered attempting to hitchhike from
the scene.
When questioned about a woman suspected of being
aboard the aircraft the police only shook their heads.
Kramer didn’t mention anything about a missing
hoard of stolen diamonds and left the police with the
impression he and Brandt were part of an international
force on the hunt for the woman, Shelley Harper; that
several overseas governments were after her for numerous
charges.
When Kramer asked if he and his partner could check
the aircraft for themselves, the police were only too eager
to offer the two agents their full cooperation.
After nearly an hour of scouring the aircraft inside
and out a sullen Kramer thanked the authorities for their
assistance then he took Brandt aside leaving the police to
their job of examining the aircraft.
“Where did you get that, boss?” Brandt asked.
Kramer turned his back to the police activity to hide
the object in his hand. “It was crammed down the side of
one of those executive seats.” He held it up to his nose. A
faint smile appeared on his lips.
“Er . . . you have something you need to tell me?”
Brandt sounded a trifle uncertain.
Kramer looked at his partner then at the scarf. He
almost laughed aloud. ‘Hell no . . . this isn’t what it looks
like. I’m not a—”
“Hey, I’m not one to judge another person’s
idiosyncrasies.” Brandt held both hands up palms out.
Kramer scrunched the scarf in his hand and scowled
at it. “This is evidence Harper was on that plane. I’ve never
seen it before, but I’ll never forget the perfume she always
wears—Chanel No. 5 Grand Extrait. It costs an impressive
forty-two hundred dollars—and that’s per ounce.”
“Ouch.” Brandt flinched. “That is way above my pay
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grade—if I even wore perfume to begin with.” She looked
around the aerodrome. “Okay, so we have proof she was
onboard her jet. I doubt she jumped out along the way . . .
which leaves us with the question—”
“Where the hell is the bitch,” Kramer growled.
“Exactly.”
There was a pregnant pause and both looked at the
scarf then at Shadow sitting patiently awaiting orders.
Kramer smacked his forehand. “Duh.”
“You said it, boss, I didn’t,” grinned Brandt.
Kramer squatted in front of Shadow and held the silk
material under the dog’s nose.
“I know a little about dogs,” Brandt said, “and
Shadow sure isn’t my impression of a bloodhound. You
sure he knows what to do with that?”
“Wait a sec—watch.”
Shadow swiped the scarf from Kramer’s hand with a
paw and ground it into the grass with his huge nose.
Brandt thought for a second that he might actually inhale
the flimsy material. Suddenly he lifted his head, glanced at
Kramer, and her then loped off toward the aircraft.
“Er, how are we going to explain this to the cops?”
Brandt asked, a little concerned.
“If any of them ask just say he’s a drug dog—that
should be enough.”
And he was right. Word quickly spread through the
constabulary ranks that a drug dog was on scene, and that
no one was to interfere with him or his two handlers. So
when Shadow left the airfield with his companions
following close behind they were paid scant attention.
It soon became obvious the perfume trail was
keeping to the main road that led into the town of Port
Elizabeth.
“Charlie, go get our wheels. I’ll stay with Shadow.”
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CHAPTER 14

Like any major city, Port Elizabeth hosted a myriad ways
for a fugitive to make his or her escape. Though an
international airport in name only, the Port Elizabeth
International Airport did, in fact, deliver over a million
passengers a year to other major cities in South Africa and
Africa. Most of these had very active overseas terminals.
Should Harper manage to grab a flight out of Port
Elizabeth they could very well lose her.
Then there were the rail lines, bus terminals, road
transports, car rentals—the list went on. Once again
Kramer decided to lean on the expertise of his associates,
Darci and Maria. As he and Brandt followed Shadow,
Kramer called corporate HQ.
“How’s it going, mate?” drawled Darci.
“We found her corporate jet,” answered Kramer.
“The police caught the flight crew but Harper got away.”
He heard the sudden intake of air. “That’s why I’m
calling.”
“Go on. Maria’s here with me listening over my
shoulder.”
“Great. Hi, Maria. Listen, I want you to hack into
every security camera system possible here. We’re on
Harper’s trail—literally—but we need your eyes scanning
way ahead in case she reaches downtown Port Elizabeth.”
“Can do, Kramer,” Maria said. “I’ll get onto that right
away. I’ll have my ops people in Australia on it as well.”
“Fantastic, I knew I could count on you and your
team.”
“And just in case Harper does manage to get through
the net in your area, we’ll widen our search to Cape Town
and Johannesburg. Valdiron was the one who kept a very
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low profile, but we have more than enough images on file
for Harper. If she passes a security camera there we’ll get
her.”
“Okay, thanks. Gotta go, sorry. Shadow has picked
up on something new. Will keep in touch.” Kramer hung
up. He had absolute confidence in Maria’s wizardry with
computers. “Hey, Shadow, what’s up, boy?”
The dog wandered in circles sniffing an area of the
roadway. Car horns blared as traffic passed the man and
dog on the R102 and the vehicle trailing them slowly.
Brandt pulled over and leapt out of the Land Rover.
She jogged to where Kramer stood watching his dog.
“What’s going on? Did Shadow lose the scent?”
Kramer shrugged then saw his dog had stopped
sniffing and stood motionless at a particular point in the
road. He and Brandt walked over and immediately noticed
the skid-marks. A truck of some sort had screeched to a
sudden stop right here—as if the driver made a last second
decision to pick up a hitchhiker.
Kramer crouched down and examined the ground
closely. He pivoted slowly on the balls of his feet as his
eyes scanned the area.
“There.” He pointed.
“There what? Oh yeah, I see them.”
Both could clearly see the signs made by someone in
high heels first walking along the roadside then running—
right to the tire marks.
“You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’, boss?”
Kramer nodded. He rose and looked down the road
and the stream of vehicle taillights.
“Shit.”
The Land Rover followed the R102 right into Port
Elizabeth Central. While scanning the streets and
pedestrians in the off chance he might spot Harper,
Kramer admired the influence of the early European
settlers on the town. He saw that the place also had its fair
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share of Cape Dutch style architecture as well as Victorian
and Edwardian styles. What the city lacked though was any
sign of their fugitive.
He pulled to the side of the road when his phone
buzzed.
“Darci here, mate. We think we have a hit from a
security camera.”
“You think?”
“We’re pretty sure then. A camera has a woman who
looks very much like our Harper at a ticket counter in the
Port Elizabeth International Airport.”
“How long ago?” Kramer asked.
“Ah . . . the time stamp shows 1623. Where are you
now?”
“Hold on . . . okay. We’re in downtown Port
Elizabeth Central on R102. I just checked Google Maps
and it tells me it’ll take us fourteen minutes at this time in
the afternoon to get to the airport.”
“Get goin’, mate. The woman just bought a one-way
ticket to Cape Town on South African Airways flight 6835
that’s due to depart in twenty-five minutes.”
“We’re on our way.” Kramer hung up and whipped
the Land Rover into the traffic flowing past.
“Better stow our hardware,” Kramer growled. They
were a quarter mile from the airport and frantically
weaving their way through evening traffic. “The local cops
could frown on a couple charging into the terminal
carrying weapons.”
“You reckon?” Brandt set to work packing their guns
away. She barely had time enough before the Land Rover
screamed to a stop in a loading zone outside the
departures terminal.
A couple of uniformed police converged on them as
they jumped from the vehicle. “Sorry, sir. You cannot
leave your vehicle there like that,” one of them said
politely. “We must ask you to—” They jumped back at the
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sight of Shadow.
“We’re special security.” Kramer brandished an
official-looking gold badge. “We’re trying to apprehend a
woman we believe is here attempting to flee the country.”
“But, sir, we—”
We haven’t time to spare, officer. Please watch our
vehicle.” Kramer, Brandt and Shadow dashed into the
terminal leaving the bemused cops standing on the
sidewalk.
“What’s that badge you’ve got there?” Brandt asked.
“I don’t have one.”
“It’s something Darci knocked together for situations
like this,” Kramer said as they sprinted through the crowd
of travelers. Shadow loped along at their side. “It works so
long as no one looks at it closely. And I’ll see about you
getting one if you work out.”
If I work—”
“Airport security coming up. Stick with me.”
Lines of corralled passengers, air tickets and
identification in hand, shuffled slowly towards the seriouslooking security staff manning the checkpoints and
screening stations. Jaded expressions turned curious at two
strangers and a huge dog rushing headlong at the officials.
A heavyset uniformed woman stepped forward and held
up her hand.
“Halt. You must both get back in line. And that dog
cannot—”
Kramer skidded to a stop. He flashed his badge. It
disappeared before the woman could focus on it. He
adopted his best Marine officer’s commanding tone.
“Good work, Officer . . .” he glanced at the nametag
pinned to the ample chest, “ . . . Kruger. There’s a woman
boarding a plane at this very minute who we’ve been sent
to apprehend.” Kramer noticed a uniformed guard
approaching with his hand resting on his holster. “If we
miss her and the Secretary of South Africa Security hears
about it heads will roll. I hope you understand.”
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The woman hesitated and eyed Kramer and Brandt
up and down. Her eyes fixed on the dog. He hoped that,
like almost all government servants who avoided
responsibility like the plague, she would balk at any
adverse attention by superiors—especially the Secretary.
She stepped aside and waved them through,
motioning to her colleagues looking on worriedly that she
had everything under control.
Kramer and his teammates hurried deeper into the
terminal.
“Who’s this Secretary of South Africa Security?”
Brandt asked.
“I haven’t the slightest idea. I’m not even sure that
there is such an office,” he said then pointed. “Hey, there’s
the departures board.”
They scanned it for South African Airways flight
6835; saw that it was departing from Gate 5, and boarding
was currently in progress.
“Hurry, they’re making last calls.” Brandt hurried
after Kramer as he bolted down the passage heading for
the departure gate. People leapt aside as Shadow brushed
past.
Harried airline staff made vain attempts to bar their
way but Kramer held his gold badge up and they promptly
stepped aside. He ordered Shadow to remain behind. The
loading ramp was congested with passengers loaded down
with strollers, children and too much cabin baggage.
Kramer, with Brandt on his heels, struggled through the
people as politely as possible until they finally gained the
door into the aircraft. Counter staff must have called ahead
because the cabin crew tried to clear a path down the aisles
for the two security people.
“She’s not here. I even checked the lavatories,”
declared Brandt when they reached the rear of the cabin.
Her face was flushed and her hair was in disarray.
“I didn’t spot her either,” Kramer said exasperated.
“Search again on the way out then we’ll see if she’s actually
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been checked aboard.”
His phone was vibrating against his thigh as they
arrived back at the check-in desk. While Brandt perused
the passenger manifest with one of the staff peering over
her shoulder, Kramer took the call. He listened for a few
minutes, growing angrier at each passing second.
Finally he grabbed Brandt by the elbow and ushered
her away from the boarding gate area. He looked positively
livid. Shadow eyed him warily.
“I take it we missed her somehow,” Brandt said
quietly. She felt his anger wash over her.
Kramer didn’t answer; couldn’t answer because of the
ferocity of emotions coursing through him. He was angry
because they’d missed Harper; angry at the woman for
outsmarting them and changing flights at the very last
minute; angry at himself for letting Darci and Maria
down—and furious at himself even more for letting Sarah
down. He had a score to settle with her killer and felt he’d
personally fouled things up. He knew deep down he was
beating himself up for things beyond his control but that
was of little comfort as he stared blindly around the
terminal.
“Okay. Darci must have given you some idea of
where the bitch went. There’s no point in moping around
here and wasting valuable time. Let’s get our butts into
action,” Brandt said pragmatically. “Kramer?”
He blinked rapidly until his brain refocused. He gazed
into Brandt’s frowning face wondering where and when he
had changed. There was a time when he was the same as
her--eager, resolute, mission-focused. Somewhere along
the way Kramer had let those attributes that he was best
known for bleed away. He’d balked at the prospect of
having a partner, let alone a woman—but maybe Brandt
was exactly who he needed right now.
“Boss?”
He shook his head slightly. “Thanks, Charlie.”
“Huh?”
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He smiled. “Nothing.” How Sarah had detested hearing
him say that. “Yeah, Darci did catch Harper’s switch. Instead
of Cape Town, she’s headed for Johannesburg where she’s
bought a ticket on an Iberia Airlines flight to London.”
“Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s—”
“Not so fast, partner.” Kramer had to smile at
Brandt’s impulsiveness. “In London Harper has a
connecting flight to Belize. After that we don’t know what
her plans are.”
“Shit. She’s sure bouncing around the globe. Well,
where do we go from here?”
“Our ride is already on its way. Darci has the
company jet coming from Cape Town to pick us up then
fly onto Belize. For us it will be about a nineteen hour
non-stop flight.”
“And for Harper?” asked Brandt.
“Hers will be around thirty-six hours, give or take.”
“Crikey, we’ll have time enough to grab some shuteye and relax a bit and still be there in time to welcome her
when she staggers off her flight.” Brandt grinned. “Sounds
good to me, boss.”
If only I could feel that positive.
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CHAPTER 15

The Liberian flag hung limp in the heavy humidity.
Movement onboard the container ship was sluggish at best
as crew and port workers went about the business of
offloading the dozens of battered shipping containers.
Mexican custom agents, uninterested in the tedium
happening outside, favored the comparative coolness of
their air-conditioned office and the scratchy telecast of a
soccer match coming out of Mexico City.
For one customs officer though, the day was proving
particularly lucrative. He accepted the thick envelope from
the ship’s captain and turned a blind eye on a group of
middle-eastern men going ashore and boarding a waiting
luxury bus. As the vehicle left the port of Puerto de
Altamira the two men silently shook hands and went their
respective way.
After weeks of unaccustomed sea travel, the group’s
leader was happy to have dry land underfoot again and
despite their stoic expressions he knew his men felt the
same. He monitored his men closely. Some of the twenty
men sought sleep, while others stared with glazed eyes at
the passing terrain not unlike their own homeland in many
respects. A few, mostly the youngest, concentrated on
their smartphones contrary to orders given them before
leaving on their mission.
Their destination lay over three hundred miles north
and he just wanted this leg of their journey behind him. He
sat close behind the driver and tracked their movement on
the onboard navigational system with the wild-eyed mien
of the fanatic as if he alone could will the miles to fly
faster.
* * * * * *
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The statuesque blonde shifted on her deckchair and
peered over the top of her expensive sunglasses. The
cruise had been aggravatingly uneventful, even male crew
members had failed to hit on her, despite the obvious signs
she had dropped. She blamed it all on the boy whom she
felt forced to drag along with her.
The cruise line provided a long list of attentive
programs for younger passengers and she took every
opportunity to enroll the kid in each one. The more time
away from her the more chances of her finding a lonesome
gent to amuse her. There were several thousand passengers
onboard the floating city, and with a few days left of her
cruise she still held high hopes.
She couldn’t remember her last real vacation--it was
lost in the dim memories of her past—times from her
youth she had worked hard for years to put behind her.
Then a good-looking guy approached her one evening at
her favorite bar. At first she thought he was feeding her a
line. Whoever heard of a stranger offering a free all
expenses paid cruise and a wad of spending money? But
when he showed her the cruise tickets and cash she had no
choice but to reconsider everything.
The one stipulation of the arrangement was she had
to have a young kid. The fact that she didn’t have one, let
alone that she hated kids of any age, sex, and size almost
proved a deal breaker—almost. Thankfully there was a
young street kid who hung around the apartment block
and who, for some unknown reason, had attached himself
to her.
She assured the guy she did in fact have a son, and he
was at home watching TV and doing his homework. It was
that easy. Of course, when she caught up with the boy the
next morning he had no qualms about joining her on an
ocean cruise—it would be his very first adventure.
So here they were, enjoying a luxury cruise without a
care in the world, with free money to spend, and time
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enough to spend every cent of it.
The blonde let out a languid sigh, signaled the barman
for another umbrella drink, and resumed her watch for the
right man to come along and whisk her off to his cabin for
a little romp on the high seas.
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CHAPTER 16

“With one foot in the Central American jungles and the
other in the Caribbean Sea, Belize may be small but it's
packed with adventure and culture. Belize is endearingly
rough around the edges, but thoroughly traveler-friendly.”
Brandt tossed the brochure onto the mahogany side
table. “So writes Paul Harding for The Lonely Planet.”
Kramer brought two bottles of a local beer from the
room’s bar refrigerator and handed one to his partner
stretched out on the lounge. He took the single chair for
himself and took a swallow of the dark gold ale. Their
balcony overlooked the Belize City Tourism Village and
cruise ship terminal providing them with a good view of
the waterfront streets, meandering tourists, street hawkers,
and the steady stream of boisterous traffic.
A tangy sea breeze wafted in from the east alleviating
some of the humidity and carrying with it sounds of the
working city. He gazed lazily at the numerous water-taxis
plying their trade, taking visitors out to the cayes and atolls
that were among the most popular of attractions in the
region.
“Oh? The writer must have missed the potholes that
can swallow small cars, the poor or no drainage, and not to
forget cops and paramilitary tearing around on ATVs
chasing down street gangs. Belize is nice, per se, but
certainly not for the faint-of-heart traveller.”
Brandt shot him a look. “Ooo, who got hit by the
grumpy stick this morning? If it’s because of your decision
to leave Shadow with our flight crew at the airport that, my
friend, rests on your shoulders.”
Kramer kept gazing out to sea and took a swallow of
beer. “Nope, that’s not it. Shadow’s earned the break.”
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The issue was that right now he wasn’t in the mood
for waiting around like this. His partner, on the other
hand, had the typical Aussie “she’ll be right, mate” laid
back attitude that gave her the knack of letting adverse
situations wash over her like so much water off a duck’s
back. At that moment he envied her for that.
At the start of this assignment Kramer had been
uncertain of the woman’s qualifications. Darci had handed
him her packet prior to leaving for Cape Town and the
long flight gave Kramer the time to read it over for
himself. While seemingly impressive on paper, Kramer had
enough military savvy under his belt to know that it wasn’t
until he saw Brandt in real action that he could assess her
properly. Begrudgingly he had to mark her down as so far,
so good.
Since losing his parents and Sarah, Kramer had
thrown himself into his work in an attempt to dull the
pain. He’d heard the same story from numerous troops
under his command while still in the Marines; how they’d
done the same in the hope to handle the loss of a loved
one. Ultimately they’d only succeeded in fooling
themselves that their efforts worked. And Kramer knew
full well he was doing exactly the same to himself. But
knowing it was one thing; doing what was really needed
was something else entirely. His time in the military hadn’t
trained him for real life issues such as this.
So, here he was again with a beautiful female partner.
He ran his eyes over Brandt’s tanned curves, the light
catching her sun-bleached hair and those eyes of hers. He
certainly couldn’t deny she was attractive—too damn
attractive. But that’s as far as his emotions ranged; they just
couldn’t get past the wall he’d built around himself. He
wasn’t about to fall for another partner only to have her
taken from him—once was enough in anyone’s lifetime.
“What are you lookin’ at, boss?” Brandt wore an
impish grin.
It took a few seconds for Kramer to break from his
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reverie. “What? Oh…nothing…nothing in particular. Just
mulling over a few things in my mind.”
“Hmmm, like what exactly?” Her fascinating eyes
dazzled him.
“Like what? Oh…just Darci’s call this morning,
Maria detected Harper arriving in London. It didn’t look
like she was carrying the diamonds with her, though we’re
certain she had them when she boarded the flight out of
Jo’burg.”
“She doesn’t seem to me to be the sort of person
who’d walk off and leave a briefcase full of bling behind.”
Brandy swung her legs around and sat on the edge of the
lounge. She took a long swig of her beer. “She must have
passed the case off to someone. One of the crew, maybe?”
“That’s possible. Maria’s team is doing its best to run
through a mountain of security videos to see if that’s the
case. At least we know what the briefcase looks like.”
“I forget,” Brandt said. “When is Harper expected to
arrive here in Belize?”
Kramer checked his watch. “If the flight’s on time it
should touch down at 08:15 tomorrow.”
“And that’s assuming she doesn’t switch flights on us
again,” Brandt said.
“It might not even come to that.”
“Oh, how come?”
“Darci mentioned this morning a plan to intercept
Harper at Heathrow,” Kramer replied, referring to the
United Kingdom’s busiest airport, as well as that of
Europe.
“You mean to tell me that after what we’ve been
through someone else might have the fun of taking the
bitch down?” Brandt swigged her beer and plonked the
empty bottle on the coffee table’s glass top. Her attempt to
look angry didn’t fool Kramer.
“That could well be the case.” He grinned.
Brandt sprang to her feet. “Well . . . shit.” She went
out onto the balcony. After staring for a few minutes out
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over the city’s waterfront area known as the Tourist Village
she turned ‘round with her back against the railing, her
elbows resting on the wood’s peeling paint. The pose
stretched her T-shirt taut across her breasts.
Kramer grabbed his beer, took a long pull, and
looked away.
“Well, if we have to sit here twiddling our thumbs
while we wait for a call to tell us Harper’s in custody, I, for
one, intend to make the most of that time.”
“Meaning?” asked Kramer.
“Let’s play tourists and do a bit of sightseeing.”
Kramer considered Brandt’s idea and couldn’t fault it.
They’d have their phones with them all the time so when
Darci called, who’s to say they were still not in their hotel
room waiting? He rose from his chair.
“Good idea. Let’s do it.”
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CHAPTER 17

The elderly gent perused his copy of The Times as
passengers exited the bridge attached to the flight from
Johannesburg. As was the custom, First and Business Class
passengers appeared ahead of the main flood of
international flyers. He could see an exceptional number of
young children and they filled the arrival gate with tired
screams and struggled with their weary and thankful
parents and guardians.
He waited patiently for a particular woman to pass
then he carefully folded his newspaper, rose from the
airport chair and followed her. He made certain to keep
several people between them.
Several yards ahead in accordance with his plan, an
airport employee whose job entailed servicing the
restrooms fussed with her cleaning equipment. Standing
against the wall across from the cleaner, another
uniformed employee offered a glazed expression to
passengers hurrying past.
The woman worked her way through the throng
impatiently. She’d ordered one last drink before the bar
closed as her flight approached England. It was the first
time in all her years of flying that a drink had upset her
stomach. She needed the women’s restroom in a hurry.
She rushed past the cleaner. As luck would have it the
place was empty, and she took the first stall, slamming the
door closed behind her. Not a moment to spare.
The cleaner stepped into the restroom just as the
elderly gent happened to trip over her cart of equipment.
A bucket of water tipped over sending its full load of water
gushing onto the carpet and across entrances to both the
men and women’s restrooms.
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The employee at the wall immediately jumped into
action and dashed through the stream of people. He
snatched up the Wet Floor sign, placed it in the center of
the saturated carpet, and then took up his position to stop
other passengers from utilizing the facilities.
The old gent ducked quickly in after the cleaner.
The moment she heard the toilet flush, the cleaning
woman kicked the stall door open.
Shelley Harper was a fitness fanatic. She also had an
intense passion and appreciation for anything to do with
martial arts. And her instructors had always commended
her for her cat-like reflexes and agility.
The stall was restrictive, but not quite enough. Her
right leg shot out straight as a spear, struck the cleaner’s
hand that held the stall door open and broke her wrist.
The cleaner grunted aloud but clenched her teeth tight
against the pain. She brought her left hand up and aimed
her pistol.
But Harper was still in motion. A second kick caught
the cleaner under the chin. A loud crack echoed off the
tiled walls and the cleaning woman rocketed from the stall
and slammed into the counter opposite. She buckled at the
knees and instinctively steadied herself with her broken
hand. She stifled the scream welling in her throat by biting
down on her tongue. Blood trickled through her lips and
dribbled down her chin.
Harper pirouetted, swinging her leg and aiming a kick
at the woman’s temple. A hard blow slammed into her
shoulder and sent Harper staggering off balance. The
elderly gent grinned viciously and moved in. He had
entered the room unnoticed during the fight.
The two fell into a whirl of punches and
counterpunches that resolved into a breathless standoff.
The cleaning lady wasn’t done. She shoved away from the
counter, her breath rasping loudly as she raised her pistol.
Harper noticed the gun’s silencer. If the woman fired
at her no one outside would hear the shot. Harper could
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cry for help but she had no way of knowing if her attackers
had friends waiting outside. The cleaner and gent separated
so as to come at her from different angles. Big mistake.
Harper hunkered down slightly, feigning injury and
enticing her opponents to make their move prematurely.
They hesitated a split second, glanced at each other then
followed Harper’s lead. Which was good, because it
indicated they wanted her alive.
The couple took a step forward . . . a second . . . then
a third with more confidence.
Harper leapt into the air and executed a double kick.
The cleaning woman took her second blow to the head
and went down for the count. The gent ducked but
Harper’s foot glanced off his temple and sent him whirling
away. He crashed against a stall door with Harper close
behind. She stiff-armed him once . . . twice . . . three times.
Each blow rocked his head back against the door. Blood
gushed from a split lip and broken nose. Harper pulled
back her arm prepared to deliver a fourth strike but the
gent’s eyes rolled up into his head and fell face first to the
floor.
Harper sprang to the entry at the same instant the
employee standing watch outside stuck his head around
the corner to check on his friends. He squawked as a hand
seized his collar and hoisted him into the restroom.
She sent him flying onto the counter and pounced at
him as his hand moved inside his coat. She rammed his
face hard into a large basin and heard his nose crunch. He
flayed about as blood began choking him but Harper was
unrelenting. She heaved him off the counter, spun him,
and shoved his face into the mirror. A starburst radiated
over a large portion of the glass from the contact point.
She stepped back and watched as the guy slipped slowly
from the mirror onto the counter then slumped onto the
floor. A bloody streak marked his path.
Harper moved to another basin and dashed cold
water at her face. She raked her fingers through her hair,
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straightened her clothing and composed herself. Letting
out a long steady sigh, she walked from the restroom and
bumped into a middle-aged woman hurrying inside.
“I’d find another restroom if I were you,” Harper
said. “It’s quite an ugly mess inside.” She gestured with her
thumb.
The woman gawked at the closed door then turned
back to Harper but she had already melted into the crowd
flowing past.
*

*

*

*

*

*

Fifty miles short of the United States border, the
luxury bus left the highway and drove into the desert for
two miles until it arrived at a turnaround point surrounded
by stony ridges on three sides. The passengers peered
through windows caked with dust to see their next mode
of transport. A bus, so decrepit looking that the group
wondered if they were expected to actually push the
vehicle most of the way to their next destination. Standing
beside it was their new driver who looked as questionably
reliable as his vehicle.
At a signal from their wild-eyed leader, the men filed
off the air-conditioned bus and onto their new ride. The
process took only a few minutes and was done in complete
silence.
With his vehicle filled with its consignment of stoic
passengers, the new driver used a length of hardwood to
literally beat the engine until it coughed into life, belching a
cloud of black smoke. Then both vehicles left the
rendezvous point; one returning to the highway while the
other headed deeper into the rugged terrain.
The heat, dreary countryside, and the incessant
rocking lulled his men to sleep, but the twenty-year old
maniacal leader thrived on uncomfortable conditions.
After a few hours he leapt to his feet. This leg of his
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group’s journey was over. The sudden stop and heavy
silence stirred the group awake.
“On your feet. C’mon, move.” The leader stormed
down the length of the bus rousing his men out of their
comfortable seats. “Form up over there.” He motioned to
a small forlorn wooden building that appeared to have
survived as a backdrop to decades of old Hollywood
western movies.
He bounded off the bus after the last of his men and
strode through the milling group to open the structure’s
rickety door. The men filed silently inside.
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CHAPTER 18

Kramer put his phone away. “Plan A didn’t go well, so you
and I are stuck with Plan B—intercepting Harper here in
Belize.”
He and Brandt strolled the city’s waterfront area of
Tourism Village, brushing shoulders with locals and
visitors from overseas, taking part in the universal dodgem
game with the ubiquitous street hawker.
Brandt was looking at a colorful scarf but handed it
back to the stall owner. “Harper got away? Did she have
people in London helping her?”
“Nothing as complicated as that. She simply took out
the intercept team.”
“All by herself?” Brandt remarked as she sidestepped
round a couple at the next street stall. “I’m looking
forward to meeting this Harper sheila.”
Kramer warded off a hawker. “Be careful what you
wish for. She has her reasons for heading this way, and it’s
beginning to appear as if she’s not going to let anything or
anyone get in her way.”
“Yeah, I’ve been meaning to ask about that. I read
everything we have on Harper--that includes everything
that the FBI, INTERPOL, and everyone else have on file
as well. I don’t recall her having any connection with
Belize. If I’d heard she was making for this part of the
world my money would be on Cuba not here. Her late
beau, Valdiron, seemed to favor Cuba as his resource pool
for hit men, after all.”
Kramer faltered then continued walking, albeit a trifle
faster. It took a moment for Brandt’s faux pas to hit her.
“Geez, Kramer, I’m sorry,” she blurted. “I didn’t
mean for it to come out sounding so bloody—I mean, so
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cold hearted.” She thumped her head hard. “Shit, I did it
again. Me and my bloody big mouth.”
“It’s okay, Brandt.” Kramer failed miserably to hide
the pain. Images of Valdiron and his men murdering his
parents were never too far from the surface.
“Geez, Kramer…” Brandt pleaded.
“No . . . it’s fine, Brandt. I’m okay.” He turned to her.
“All that is history. Let’s just let it go—forget it.” He was
lying through his teeth, and he knew Brandt knew it, too.
They turned round and headed back for their hotel in
silence.
Next morning had them up bright and early. They
had separate rooms, and that made it easier for Kramer.
He didn’t have to explain to his partner why he didn’t get a
wink of sleep.
Losing his parents and Sarah, the love of his life, to
the ruthlessness of Valdiron and, ipso facto, his partner in
crime—Harper, was burned indelibly into Kramer’s soul.
It was a part of his life that would forever haunt him—
night and day. As hard as he had strived to thrust the
memories deep into the darkest recesses of his mind, he
knew that a multitude of trigger words would be enough to
resurrect the searing pain and torture. That’s what
happened last night with Brandt, and with Darci and Maria
over the past years.
It all happened out of innocence on the part of
Kramer’s friends and others, and he knew full well there
would come the day when the pain wouldn’t stop but the
intensity would—or so he hoped and prayed. Until then he
had no option but to cope with it as best he could; if that
meant others might think him uncaring and insensitive to
his loss then so be it.
Kramer checked his watch and stepped into the
hallway just as Brandt closed the door to her room.
“All forgiven about last night, boss?” she asked
warily.
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“What’s to forgive?. C’mon, let’s get to the airport
and set ourselves up before the flight lands.”
The run to Philip S. W. Goldson International
Airport took all of eighteen minutes because of the traffic
encountered. They had ample time to walk the terminal
and assess the best locations from which to observe
Harper’s arrival and the most likely point for the intercept.
The arrival board showed the London flight was on
time. Brandt checked her watch.
“We have forty-five minutes,” she said.
“Time enough for a coffee,” Kramer added.
They ambled over to the terminal’s cafe, placed their
orders and settled down to watch the parade. From what
Kramer had read it should be late in the tourist season, but
judging by the crowd this morning the tourist business
must be booming. Aircraft were arriving from various
Latin cities and disgorging their loads of passengers as fast
as they could. Yet even as passengers and those waiting to
welcome them departed the airport he could see no
lessening of the numbers filling the terminal.
He needed to revise his plan for grabbing Harper
because he hadn’t counted on the Belize airport being so
busy. The news from London compounded the problem
because it was evident that Harper was prepared to fight
her way out of any situation. Kramer suddenly realized,
with all that in mind, he wasn’t prepared to risk the safety
of so many innocent bystanders.
One of the major advantages of working for Global
Security Corp was having the necessary clearance for
carrying concealed weapons no matter their field of
operation. However, along with that came the heavy
responsibility of safeguarding the local populace at all
times—not always the easiest of tasks.
He and Brandt hunkered down at their table and
worked on an alternative idea. The London flight was on
its final approach when they eventually settled on the
details and moved off to their respective stations.
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CHAPTER 19

AA Flight 2454 touched down right on time. Despite the
ten hour non-stop flight from the U.K. the majority of
arriving passengers spilling into the terminal looked
remarkably fresh and raring to get on with the serious
business of vacationing.
Kramer made a concerted effort to remain invisible
because of his past association with Harper—they knew
each other on sight. Brandt, on the other hand, being a
new face in the game was able to mingle with the bustling
crowd of welcomers. She jumped about waving her hands
and joined in the choruses of ‘over here’ and ‘great to see
you again.’
It didn’t take long for the stream of Flight 2454
arrivals to drop to a trickle. Even had she been disguised,
Kramer was certain he could have picked her out of the
crowd. A twinge of suspicion tickled up his spine. He left
his concealment and began edging forward.
“I didn’t spot her. She must have slipped past me
somehow.” Brandt’s voice sounded in his earpiece.
“I don’t think so. I didn’t see her either,” he replied.
“I’m working my way over to you.”
“Hey, there she is. I can see her coming out—”
“Okay, I see her, too. Remember our new plan, don’t
move until—”
“Hey, what’s she up to?”
Harper paused at the airline desk and showed
something like a business card to one of the airline
employees. They talked for a moment then Harper was
escorted to a door. The airline gal punched the security
keypad and permitted Harper to pass through then
promptly closed the door.
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“Shit.” Kramer leapt into action. Harper had just
been given access to the ramp area.
He tapped Brandt’s shoulder as he sprinted past her
and together they approached the airline desk. Out came
Kramer’s gold badge.
“Security. You gave that passenger access to the
ramp—why?”
The woman gawked at him then Brandt. She
stumbled for words as they leaned into her. “She . . . she
had identification . . . a security pass that—”
“Quick. Open that door now.” Kramer took the
woman by the elbow and hurried her to the staff-only exit.
“Hurry.”
The woman frantically punched in the code and
stepped back. Kramer flung the door open and stepped
onto the metal staircase leading down to the ground. He
and Brandt flew down the stairs and immediately scanned
the ramp area. A flurry of activity surrounded the recently
arrived flight from London and other gangs of workers
buzzed around a line of standing aircraft.
“There.”
Brandt pointed at a black town car parked in an
empty arrival gate. They recognized the woman climbing
in while a man held the door open for her.
“Harper,” Kramer uttered.
He broke into a run as the man closed the door
behind Harper and the town car began moving. Brandt
kept pace with her partner.
Whether oblivious to the chase or indifferent, airport
workers continued their hectic activity as Kramer and
Brandt dashed through their midst. The town car was
hampered by the ramp’s speed restrictions and they quickly
gained on it.
Kramer could see the doorman watching the car
leave. The guy must have heard them coming because he
spun around and immediately reached behind his back.
Brandt veered left. Kramer veered right. The man
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held a gun. He hesitated a split second, trying to decide on
his target. A gun fired; the sound swallowed up by the
cacophony of jet engines. A spout of concrete chips and
dust appeared at the gunman’s feet. He leapt backward and
fired back at Brandt.
Kramer changed course and charged straight at the
gunman. The tackle struck the guy hard, driving all the air
out of him in a loud painful grunt. His gun clattered across
the ground as he crumpled under Kramer’s attack. His
head smacked the concrete. Kramer rolled off the guy and
noticed the halo of blood about his head. The gunman was
down for the count.
Suddenly Brandt hurdled both men and continued
after the town car. She aimed a shot at a back tire and
smiled at the puff of escaping air.
Kramer snatched up the gunman’s weapon and gave
chase after Brandt. He caught up with her as she took a
second shot at the town car. It hit the same rear tire and
the vehicle fishtailed slightly before the driver regained
control. The chase headed towards an access gate that led
onto the public road running into the city.
This plan is going to shit. Kramer winced as Brandt fired
close by, this time shattering the car’s rear window.
An official airport vehicle pulled up and the driver
climbed out. Before he could utter a word, Kramer seized
his arm and whirled him out of the way. The man watched
helplessly as they commandeered his vehicle and screamed
off in a cloud of smoking tires. The town car crashed
through the airport gate with the chase car close on its tail.
Traffic scattered off to the sides as both cars swerved
onto International Airport Road and tore off towards
downtown Belize. Brandt clambered into the back seat as
Kramer managed to bring their vehicle alongside the town
car. Brandt rolled down her window and prepared to
shoot. She was flung violently across the seat when the
other driver rammed into them trying to force them off
the road.
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The cars swerved apart then collided again in a
shower of sparks and rending metal. Seemingly locked
together, both vehicles swayed back and forth across the
road like a couple of drunken sailors.
Brandt scrambled back to her window and found
herself staring across at Harper. It felt surreal—being eye
to eye with the woman at last. Then the moment passed.
Harper leveled a pistol at Brandt. The Aussie managed to
duck as a bullet tore through the window’s upper trim.
“You okay back there?” yelled Kramer.
“Yeah, but your woman has sharp claws.”
“I warned you . . . and she’s not my woman.”
Kramer tugged the wheel sharply to the right then
viciously to the left. Their car glanced off the rear fender
as the town car surged ahead. Brandt scrambled over into
the front seat. Kramer maneuvered the chase car giving his
partner a better line-of-fire. She leaned out the passenger
window and fired a couple shots into the rear window of
the town car hoping to at least hit the driver.
Instead, Harper shot back at them. Kramer felt a
shudder coarse through their car and wondered what part
of the engine took the hits. He couldn’t be sure if he
imagined the sudden sluggishness or not but whatever the
case, the gap between their car and Harper’s began
widening.
The next few miles took them through sparsely
inhabited countryside. On the right were occasional
glimpses of the Belize River while on the left, across flat
unimpressive coastal land, they sometimes saw patches of
ocean. Then they entered the outskirts of Belize City and
encountered growing traffic. Any exchange of gunfire was
immediately curtailed.
“I’m losing sight of them,” Brandt complained. She
eased through her window until she was almost sitting on
the sill. A moment later she reported losing their target
altogether. She ducked back inside. “I can’t tell if they’re
still somewhere ahead of us or if they pulled off into one
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of these friggin’ side streets.”
Kramer sensed his partner’s frustration. “We’re not
diving into that warren,” he said. “My guess is that she’s
heading into the city, so we’ll stay on the main road and do
the same. With any luck we’ll spot that town car once
we’re there—it’s fairly distinctive, what with your bullet
holes and a flat tire.”
“Let’s hope so,” Brandt grumbled. “Our day hasn’t
got off to a good start.”
Kramer looked across at her. “And it isn’t over yet,
partner. Belize isn’t that big a place.”
“Think Maria’s IT wizards could help out?”
“Hard to say. It’s worth a try, at least. It’s your idea,
you call it in.”
“The technical sophistication of that region is fairly
primitive compared to most places. I can’t guarantee we’ll
be able to hack into any viable networks, but we’ll certainly
give it our best shot.” Maria’s response to Brandt’s call
carried at least enough positiveness to bolster the team on
the ground.
The time on his Apple Watch confirmed Kramer’s
fears—13:21, and no sign of the black town car or Harper.
They had crisscrossed the city for hours using Google
Maps to ensure they didn’t miss any lanes or alleys. Either
Harper was holed up somewhere waiting for their search
to move on before resurfacing, or she’d given them the
slip—again.
The latter would prove a massive pill for Kramer and
Brandt to swallow after literally coming face-to-face with
the woman. After consulting with his partner, Kramer felt
reassured knowing they were of the same mind, that
Harper was waiting for them to move their search out of
town.
“I grew up on my parents’ farm back of Sydney, on
the western side of the Blue Mountains. Dad taught me
that barring a few exceptions most nasties tend to crawl
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out at night. I put my money on the bitch doing the same.”
Kramer couldn’t help smiling at the Aussie’s colorful
language. It was an integral part of her character and one
he was growing particularly fond of.
“I couldn’t have expressed it any better,” he said.
Brandt peered at him then glanced away.
With the onset of afternoon, the streets were filling
with more and more people seeking the city’s fabled
nightlife. It made for near-impassable roads for vehicles so
they had decided to leave their car at the hotel in favor of
recon-a-la-feet.
The latest feedback from Maria indicated her team
was making headway, albeit slowly. They had been
successful in hacking into a number of security networks
and had been pleasantly surprised by the quality and
sophistication of equipment and software used in and
around the city.
“The changes we’ve encountered so far are
encouraging us to rethink our classification of that part of
the region,” Maria said. “They certainly improve our
chances of coming across Harper.”
Maria’s report came in over two hours ago with no
subsequent follow-up thus far. Kramer and Brandt had no
choice but to beat the streets themselves while waiting for
a callback to say Harper had been spotted.
They followed the lead of the roaming tourists and
savored many of the delicacies offered by the street
vendors but were careful to avoid any alcoholic beverages.
As the shadows lengthened the city’s lights and sounds
increased exponentially. The day was transforming into a
tropical evening of soft sea breezes, energizing music,
tantalizing aromas, and growing numbers of people
looking for and selling good times.
Brandt stopped short with a tamale part way to her
mouth and used the food to point. “Kramer—look.”
The team leader was beginning to feel jealous of his
partner’s apparent superior vision or her plain damn luck
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at looking in the right direction at the right time.
He saw three figures standing together at the front
door of an old colonial-style house partway down the
street. A mane of fiery red glowed in the light from an
overhead fixture. Kramer inhaled sharply through clenched
teeth.
Harper.
The group entered the house then a few minutes later
reappeared and hung around the front stoop.
His pulse suddenly quickened and his chest tightened.
He couldn’t believe their luck. Harper turned her head and
Kramer tugged Brandt with him behind the cart of a street
vendor. As they watched, Harper and her two male
companions looked about as if they were expecting
someone to arrive any minute. One of the men looked at
his watch then held it up to the other two and jabbed it
with his finger. Someone must be running late.
Harper scanned the street again then seemed to reach
a decision because she spoke to the men and both
shrugged their shoulders and nodded. Then the threesome
stepped to the sidewalk and began working their way
through the crowd—toward Kramer and Brandt.
As they approached, Kramer took a knee and
pretended to tie a loose shoelace while using the cart for
cover. Brandt leaned on the cart casually and quickly
stuffed her tamale into her mouth when Harper happened
to glance her way before hurrying on with the two men in
tow.
Kramer pivoted on one foot and peered around the
corner of the cart and watched the trio pass by. When he
considered it safe he stood up. Brandt was at his side.
“Looks like they’re headed for the waterfront,” she
mumbled around a mouthful of tamale.
Kramer nodded. “Did you happen to notice
something else?”
Brandt swallowed. “Like what?”
“Harper is carrying a briefcase.”

104

Lex Talionis
“The briefcase?”
“It sure looked to be the same one,” he answered,
“and she didn’t have it with her when she and her friends
went into that house.”
“The place was a drop point?”
“That’s my guess. Remember, we were told that
Harper passed through London without any sign of the
briefcase? I’m thinking that at some point she must have
passed it off to a courier back in South Africa who
brought it here for her to collect.”
“The sneaky bitch. But it sounds fair enough to me.”
Brandt nodded.
Kramer pulled his phone out and tapped away on it
for a moment then put it away. “I just texted Darci and
Maria that we’ve spotted Harper and are tailing her.”
“Let’s go then.”
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CHAPTER 20

Kramer and Brandt merged into the swirl of nightlife.
Ahead, Harper’s red mane served as a distinctive beacon
for them. So long as the woman stuck to the main
thoroughfare they shouldn’t have a problem keeping her in
sight.
The hunted and the hunters threaded their way
through the festive throngs for nearly twenty minutes until
they emerged onto the Marine Parade Boulevard that ran
north to south along the waterfront. Harper and friends
turned right and headed south. Kramer and Brandt
followed, keeping to the shadows as best they could.
The slender tower of Baron Bliss Lighthouse stood
out against the midnight blue sky a few hundred yards
ahead. Kramer recalled from the tourist map in their hotel
that the boulevard curved round the headland that
featured the lighthouse, a public park, and playgrounds
then made for the Tourism Village.
People meandered along, some pausing to admire the
red and green navigation lights of water taxis puttering on
the Bay of Honduras like so many fireflies, while others
studied the old colonial buildings fronting the boulevard.
Harper’s group set a moderate pace.
“She sure seems to be on a mission,” Brandt
observed. “Are we going to keep tailing her until she meets
up with someone or intercept her and the diamonds before
that happens?”
“Let’s give her a little longer,” Kramer said. “It
certainly could pay us to know more of her contacts—”
A figure dressed in black cycling gear suddenly
appeared from a shadowed corner of the small park
pedaling furiously. whipping through knots of people.
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The cyclist left a trail of angry startled yells as he tore
across the boulevard. A man broke from a small group and
stepped into the bike’s path only to be rammed savagely
aside. Bystanders rushed to the man’s aid as the black
figure aimed straight at Harper and her company.
One of Harper’s men reached inside his jacket but
crumpled to his knees as a dark spot bloomed in the
middle of his forehead. Her second companion pulled out
his pistol and assumed a shooter’s wide stance. He fired.
The cyclist flipped sideways as the bullet struck a young
woman.
Pandemonium broke out as people scattered
screaming and dashing in all directions. The gunman
tracked the rider and fired again. Another bystander fell to
the ground. Harper clutched the briefcase to her chest and
moved to put her protector between herself and the rider.
Kramer and Brandt were stunned by the ferocity and
speed of the sudden attack. They watched the cyclist
hunker down low over the handlebars as he hurtled toward
his two targets. The bodyguard twisted at the hips
attempting to shoot the cyclist as he zipped past.
Streetlights flashed off something metallic and the
bodyguard dropped his pistol and clutched at his throat.
Harper swung the briefcase catching the cyclist on the
shoulder. Rider and bike crashed to the road and skidded
for several feet. She moved on the downed assailant
leaving her bodyguard to bleed to death.
The cyclist struggled to untangle himself from his
bike as Harper stalked closer. She placed the briefcase on
the ground, reached down with one hand and pulled the
rider’s black hood loose. She flung it aside and grabbed a
handful of dark curly hair and wrenched the rider to his
feet. He slashed at her with a slim knife but she knocked it
away.
Then as Kramer and Brandt looked on, Harper held
the rider at arms length for a moment talking to him.
When he merely shook his head she punched him in the
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face with her free hand. The rider’s head snapped back
with an audible crack. Harper let go of him. He sagged to
his knees and flopped onto his side, his wide-open eyes
staring blindly along the roadway.
The attack took less than a minute.
Harper bent down to collect the briefcase. Brandt
gasped. A second rider suddenly appeared. A savage kick
in the back sent Harper stumbling forward off balance.
She regained her feet and whirled round to face her new
attacker. But the rider was pedaling away like mad with the
briefcase clamped under one arm.
She gave chase but covered only a few yards when
she abruptly stopped. A look of astonishment filled her
face. She recognized Kramer standing scowling at her; a
dozen yards between them.
The second rider, too intent on escaping, failed to
notice the couple barring the way ahead. Harper watched
Kramer’s female partner stiff-arm the cyclist. He tumbled
backward off the bike and hit the road hard then lay
motionless. Harper drew a sharp breath as the woman
scooped the briefcase off the ground as the rider-less cycle
wobbled off into the night. She watched as the woman
knelt beside the prone figure and peeled away the black
hood and her eyes widen in surprise. Harper frowned
when she saw that the rider was a young Hispanic woman.
Movement caught her attention and Harper saw Kramer
charging straight for her.
Sirens sounded in the distance as police forged their
way through the crowded streets to the scene of the
shootings. People began to emerge from hiding around the
park area as they realized the danger may have passed and
a few ran to the victims still lying in the street. They leapt
aside as a tall redhead dashed through their midst.
Harper heard Kramer’s feet drumming on the
roadway behind her. Her senses narrowed their focus on
the target ahead to the point of almost obscuring everyone
and everything around her. Kramer was the hunter; Harper
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was the game.
She ran like a gazelle trying to outrun a lion; she
twisted and turned and leapt over obstacles. But despite
her efforts she sensed him gaining on her.
The chase cut across the small park then back onto
the boulevard and crisscrossed through the creeping traffic
and dawdling pedestrians. Harper slammed into a car door
that opened in her path and careened off into a couple
standing gaping at her. She glanced back and saw Kramer
take the car in his stride, leaping onto the hood and sliding
across it back onto the road. Harper held her hip in pain
from the collision.
The gap between them was now only ten feet.
She left the road and took to the boardwalk. The
crowds along here were thicker as they milled around
colorful stalls and checked out eateries and bars.
Harper plowed into a group sending three men
spinning off into the harbor and their womenfolk
staggering back into a food stand. She heard shrieks of
protest as Kramer tore through the gap and closed on her.
Hoots and jeers rose above the hubbub of waterfront
nightlife as the crowd gave voice to the chase but to
Harper it sounded like muted surf pounding the shore.
Suddenly she sensed Kramer close behind, then his
fingers locked onto her clothing. She twisted viciously and
tore loose from his grasp leaving him holding a handful of
flimsy fabric that he tossed aside angrily.
Harper collided with a party coming down a flight of
stairs from a waterfront bar. Thinking her innocent, a man
stooped and pulled her from the jumble of bodies. She
shoved him aside and veered off the boardwalk onto the
dock fronting another popular bar. Customers rose from
their seats and gaped as she pounded past. She noticed
their heads whiplash as Kramer sprinted past a second
later.
The throaty roar of a motor reverberated through the
dock area as a launch left a neighboring dock and headed

109

Lex Talionis
their way. As she ran along the wharf, Harper became
conscious of the boat as it drew closer, then turn parallel
to her. She hunched half expecting a shot to ring out.
Instead, the launch accelerated until it pulled alongside.
Damn, I lucked out.
Harper shot a glance over her shoulder as Kramer
ducked his head and powered forward—but too late. She
leaped off the dock into the waiting arms of one of two
men onboard. Water churned and foamed as the
helmsman pushed the throttle forward.
Harper caught her breath as Kramer jumped.
She gasped as he landed on the stern with a
resounding thump. He teetered for a second fighting for
his sea legs. One of the men went for him swinging wildly
with a gaff but Kramer ducked as the weapon swished
over his head. Harper swore as the momentum of his
swing brought the man around on his heels and Kramer
drove a fist into the exposed kidney area. The man grunted
and buckled at the knees. Kramer glanced up in time to see
Harper raise her pistol.
The bullet punched him in the shoulder and drove
Kramer back onto his heels. The second shot slammed
into his chest and shoved him further backward.
She grinned viciously as the boat fell away from under
Kramer’s feet and he toppled overboard. She looked on as
he fought against the pull of the ocean; could tell his
strength was seeping away. She smiled as Kramer slipped
beneath the waves.

110

Lex Talionis

CHAPTER 21

Time was inconsequential. So were his surroundings—if
indeed there were any. He couldn’t tell because he couldn’t
feel. He was weightless; just floating there—in nothing.
He’d read articles regarding isolation tanks or sensory
deprivation tanks but had never experienced one himself.
Is this what it feels like? Is that where I am? Why?
Blackness enveloped him.
Pain—dull, but it was there. And he ached. He sensed
that and smiled. He remembered his U.S. Marine
training—if you felt pain it meant you were alive. Survival
was something else entirely. The important thing—right
here, right now—was he was alive. Breathing hurt like hell,
but that was a good thing.
Light—soft, pastel, shifting. He squinted hard but
couldn’t focus properly. He closed his eyes and sensed the
light touching his eyelids gently.
Sound—distant humming and buzzing. There was a
rhythmic beeping—closer. He shifted his head to
triangulate the sounds, determine their location.
“Nurse, he’s coming around. Can you chase up a doc,
please? Kramer? Hey, boss, can you hear me? Can you
squeeze my finger?”
“Please miss, can you step aside for a moment?”
A bright light pierced his senses. He felt pressure-touching, squeezing.
“Everything looks good. I don’t how, but he’s going
to be okay.”
“Thanks, doc. Of course he’ll be okay. I didn’t doubt
it for a moment. He’s a die hard Marine, after all—and my
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mate.”
“Well, he still needs to rest, so don’t bother him too
much. You both need more sleep. I’ll have the nurse check
in on him later.”
It took a week of bed rest and a lot of TLC, and
through it all Brandt remained at Kramer’s bedside
updating him on everything.
She hadn’t been able to catch up with him as he
chased after Harper because the briefcase full of diamonds
slowed her down. But the trail of felled tourists and locals
made it easy for Brandt to trace their path.
Despite the crowd’s noise, and the waterfront
festivities, she’d heard a couple of gunshots. Moments
later she arrived on the dock in time to see a motor launch
disappearing into the night and assumed it had Harper
onboard. Then someone had shouted out there was a
person in the water and she’d recognized Kramer. Without
thinking, she dropped the briefcase and dived in after him,
pulling him ashore with the help of several onlookers.
“And, well, here you are,” she said.
“How’s my trooper, Shadow?” The dog was always
Kramer’s main concern. Brandt smiled and gave thumbs
up.
“Harper?” Kramer’s throat and chest hurt when he
spoke, and his question sounded raspy and scratchy.
Brandt looked crestfallen and shook her head. “We’re
not sure where she got to. When I reported you being shot
to Darci and Maria, Darci wanted to fly out here
immediately. I told him he would be of more use helping
Maria track down Harper, and leave your care to me.”
“You said that to Darci? How’d he take it?”
Brandt shrugged. “He didn’t like it much, but he
knew I was right.”
Kramer smiled and studied her for a moment. “I’m
beginning to think you and Darci have a history. He
usually doesn’t take any lip from anyone.”

112

Lex Talionis
“I spoke to him nicely, though,” Brandt explained.
Kramer chuckled then grimaced in pain. He held up a
hand as Brandt half rose from her chair. “It’s okay. I’m
fine. Thanks to you and the hospital staff I’m feeling better
every day.” His room had a view of the bay and he stared
out at the glistening water for a long moment.
“I let her get away, Charlie.” He spoke in a whisper.
Brandt heard the anger and pain in his voice and
wished she could relieve some of that weight from his
shoulders. But Kramer had been hunting Harper far longer
than her, and had more cause for blaming himself for
Harper’s escape—to literally have her slip through his
fingers. He was the type of person to take all the
responsibility for mission errors upon himself. There was
nothing much Brandt could do about that—yet.
“Darci and Maria are tops at what they do. They’ll
track her down again. I know they will—so do you.”
“Well, we—you and me, that is—we can’t just sit
around here lapping up the atmosphere while they and
others work their butts off,” Kramer complained. “We
have to do something.” He turned back to Brandt. “You’re
positive we have no leads on Harper?”
She thought for a moment. “We could help look for
that launch,” she suggested.
“That’s a start,” he said. He tilted his head. “I’ve been
laid up here for a week. You mean to tell me no one has
located it, let alone bothered to search for it?”
“I couldn’t give much of a description of it to the
local cops, but they’re working on whatever eyewitnesses
were able to give ‘em.”
“Well, this eyewitness saw it up close and personal,”
Kramer said tapping his chest. “I say you and I look for it
ourselves.”
“I’m with you, boss. But maybe in another day or so,
‘cause the doctor says—”
“He can say what he likes. I know how I feel and I’m
checking out.” He threw back the covers and swung his
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legs over the side of the hospital bed. “Well, don’t just
stand there. Get out and let a man get dressed, unless—”
“Oh no, I’m going. I’ll wait outside.”
Kramer smiled as Brandt hurried from the room,
letting the door close behind her. He eased himself off the
bed and walked gingerly to the small closet.
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CHAPTER 22

The leader looked around at his men and grinned. Now
that they stood on American soil they all looked more
alive, more energized—eager to get on with their missions.
They had been impressed by the elaborate tunnel
system their cartel host had managed to construct right
under the noses of the American border patrols.
Admittedly, they had had their expected clashes over the
years, but despite the occasional losses and setbacks, the
cartel persisted in their drive to infiltrate America with
their guns and drugs.
The group leader had wished them every success as
he and his men exited the cleverly concealed tunnel and
found their transport dutifully waiting to drive them to
their various destinations.
The men gathered in a circle as their leader handed
out the identification documents and contact details
pertinent to each two-man cell. They synchronized their
watches and pocketed the burner phones issued to each
man, acknowledging the leader’s strict instructions that the
phones were for mission use only, and under no
circumstances for personal use.
“I know there are those among us curious to try some
of the American food we have heard about, but those
phones are not to be used for ordering pizzas or the like. If
word reaches me that any have done this, and that person
survives his mission, I personally will find him and execute
him myself. Is that clear?”
The group nodded as one.
The leader continued. “When the confrontation
begins, strike like champions who do not want to go back
to this world. Shout, ‘Allahu Akbar.’ because this strikes
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fear in the hearts of the non-believers.” He punched his
fist at the sky and shouted, “Allahu Akbar.”
The group followed suit. “Allahu Akbar.”
“Allahu Akbar.”
“ALLAHU AKBAR.”
Their war cry drifted out over the desert as each twoman team climbed into its waiting vehicle. Engines roared
to life then the ten vehicle convoy headed away from the
border and towards a nearby town where they separated.
Ten vehicles. Ten teams. Ten separate destinations.
One common mission—bring the Great Satan to its knees.
*

*

*

*

*

*

Darci slammed his hand down on his desk. “Damn!”
“You’re still not going on about that business with
Harper, are you?” Maria stood in the doorway watching
her husband storm around his office. “We really must get
you on something for that temper of yours. You’re losing
it far too often these days. And look what you’re doing to
poor Spirit.”
He stopped and scowled at her. They’d gone around
and around over the subject of him taking the
antidepressant Paxil. He absolutely refused to follow the
trend running rampant in America regarding drugs. He
crouched in front of Kramer’s jet black Pit Bull and
apologized for frightening him.
“Here, take this. At least look on the bright side.
Kramer is up and about and on the mend.” She walked
across the room and handed him one of the crystal
tumblers she carried. “Let’s go over the details again.
Maybe we missed something before. I doubt it myself, but
it’s worth our time and effort.”
A sip of his Aberlour eighteen-year-old single malt
whisky seemed to diffuse Darci immediately. He studied
the deep golden liquor for a moment, sighed then placed
the glass on his desk and took up his iPad. He keyed in a
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command and the digital wall of his office came to life. He
tapped a few more keys and the huge screen filled with a
real-time Google Earth Pro map of the Caribbean.
“From what little we’ve been told about the launch
Harper disappeared on . . .” He drew a circle with Belize
City at its center and dragged the cursor until it showed a
radius of one hundred fifty nautical miles. “This shows its
maximum range on a good day with perfect conditions.”
Maria approached the screen and studied it. She
cradled an elbow with one hand while she tapped her chin
thoughtfully with a finger of her other hand.
“Brandt reported the boat was heading east-southeast before it disappeared. If we assume it kept that course,
or close to it, that would take it toward here.” She tapped
the point on the map marked Bay Islands.
“That’s a bloody big ‘if’,” quipped Darci.
“It’s only one idea, darling,” replied Maria. “Okay,
let’s say it changed course at some point soon after leaving
Belize City and, say, headed south. That would bring La
Ceiba, Puerto Barrios, and Dangriga within range. If it
went north . . . that brings Chetumal into play.”
“Don’t forget all the cays and islands apart from Bay
Islands,” Darci said. He sat on the edge of his desk and
peered at the map over the top of his tumbler.
“I’m not so concerned with those,” Maria replied.
“Oh, and why not?”
“Most don’t have any aircraft facilities and the few
that do have only small airstrips. On the other hand, the
places I’ve mentioned have major airports. I’m working on
the basis that Harper flew into Belize from London to
collect the diamonds that were couriered there in advance.
After the pick up I think she planned to fly out again to—I
don’t know where.
“Regardless of the cyclists’ attempt to snatch the
diamonds and then losing them to Brandt, the fact that the
launch appeared at the dock when it did seems to me that
Harper intended to meet up with it and was most likely
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headed that way when she and her two bodyguards ran
into the bikers.”
Darci shook his head. “I see a flaw in your thinking,
hon.” She turned to face him. “Don’t get me wrong.
Everything you’ve said is great—up to a point.” He
hopped off the desk and walked to the map. “If you’re
right and Harper did plan to fly out to somewhere after
collecting the diamonds, why not leave straight from the
Belize airport? Why bother with the launch business to
begin with?”
Maria spun round to the map. Her eyes widened.
“You’re right. I’ve got it all wrong—have so all along.
Harper didn’t have the launch ready to take her off to
another airport . . . she planned to—”
“—switch to another boat,” Darci said. Suddenly his
interest was piqued. “You know, hon, I think she met up
with a bigger boat . . . possibly a ship of some sort.”
Maria snapped her fingers. “A cruise ship.”
Darci looked at her then at the map. He pursed his
lips in thought but Maria could see the excited twinkle in
his eyes she grown to love.
“We’ve suspected right from the start that at some
point in time Harper would make a move to reestablish
operations here in America, after all, she owes it to
Valdiron’s memory,” he mused. “And when we got wind
of her getting her hands on those diamonds we thought
they were meant to bankroll some scheme of hers—
something big.” He reached out and tapped the screen.
“I bet Harper is going to enter America on a cruise
ship returning from a run through the Caribbean, a cruise
that brought it close to Belize.”
“That all makes perfect sense. Kramer and Brandt ran
into her over a week ago.” Maria looked aghast.
Darci nodded. “Yes. If I’m right, that means Harper
is already here in America.”
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CHAPTER 23

Harper strode across to the multi-level car park, glanced at
the note in her hand, and made for the small elevator that
took her to the level below the open upper deck. She
walked along the rows of cars and spotted the one waiting
there for her as arranged. She found the car keys exactly as
promised.
Though it was an older SUV it still was fitted with an
onboard navigation system. Part of the deal was for her
contacts to make sure the vehicle had a full tank of gas and
when she switched the ignition on that’s exactly what she
found. She tapped in her destination on the nav screen and
as soon as the directions popped up she left the car park
and headed for the I-95 N highway.
As she worked her way out of Fort Lauderdale the
nav system continually updated road and traffic conditions
and directed her around more bothersome holdups.
Overall, the trip was just over a thousand miles and would
take nearly fifteen hours. That was fine if she intended to
drive straight through but she was working to a timetable
that meant she could take it slower—maybe even spend
the occasional overnight along the way.
Harper checked the time. The ISIS teams would have
crossed the border by now and each should be heading for
their individual destinations. If everything went to plan—
and there should be no reason for it not to—then America
was in for the awakening of its life for the first time since
9/11.
The unexpected bonus was the final demise of
Kramer. The mere thought brought a smile to her face and
for the first time in years she actually found herself
humming happily. It made it all the more stranger
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considering the turn of events and the mayhem she’d left
behind.
It had proven absurdly easy for Harper’s person in
Florida to con a look-alike woman into taking the free
cruise. What person these days would think twice about
such an offer? More amazing was the fact that the blonde
had actually found a young kid to meet the requirements
of the offer, even though she had no children of her own.
Little did the blonde suspect that she would be
Harper’s ticket into America.
Disposing of her body had proved ridiculously easy
for the men hired on Roatan to kill her. As for the boy, he
was kept incommunicado while the killers awaited the
arrival of his new surrogate mother whom he readily
welcomed after having a fresh one hundred dollar bill
thrust into his young hands. Who ever said that love
couldn’t be bought had it all wrong.
It merely took a blonde wig and some clever makeup
for Harper to assume the identity of her look-alike then
once back on American soil, having passed through
customs and immigration without any problem, the boy
was disposed of to ensure no loose ends.
The only hitch in the whole plan had been the
surprise appearance of Kramer and his partner. In and of
itself it should have proven a slight distraction—her
bodyguards could have dealt with them easily. But it had
been the two cyclists who proved to be the spanners in the
works.
Even now, over a week later, Harper still had no idea
who those two had been. Did they just happen to be there
to score a hit on any easy looking target? Was a woman
carrying a briefcase and escorted by two bodyguards too
good to pass up regardless of what may or may not was in
the briefcase? Or did they know all along what Harper was
carrying, in which case were they lone wolves or were they
working for someone else?
All these questions whirled around in her mind as she
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drove northward, careful to keep her speed just below the
regulated maximum.
There would come a time when she’d have her
answers but until then she had to prepare herself for the
repercussions of losing the damn briefcase full of hot
diamonds. They were to have been handed over to the
men who picked her up in the launch and transported her
to Roatan, the largest of the Bay Islands, and where she
boarded the cruise ship back to Fort Lauderdale.
They were several miles offshore from Belize City
when the men asked her to hand over the diamonds.
Matters had escalated quickly past the ugly stage when they
discovered Harper didn’t have the briefcase—that she’d
lost it.
It took a little convincing on her part to diffuse the
situation and once she’d tossed both men overboard she’d
managed to captain the boat herself the rest of the way to
Roatan.
She knew full well that she’d only managed to delay
the inevitable. Even with two of its minions at the bottom
of the ocean or as shark food, the cartel would soon
receive word that Harper had skipped out without making
payment for their services. Thankfully the ISIS people had,
by that time, already been delivered across the border.
There was no way of stopping those men now. But it left
her as the single target for compensation.
The cartel had little respect for international borders.
If they weren’t already on their way, the cartel’s ‘collection’
people would soon be searching for Harper.
If her final plan proved successful, the collection
squad may never have the opportunity to collect.
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CHAPTER 24

Shadow bounded down the aisle after the ball Kramer had
tossed for him. The dog had been ecstatic to see his mate
after days of inactivity sitting around with the flight crew
who were more interested in the games on their
smartphones than spending time with him.
The moment the call came in from Darci and Maria
with their suspicions concerning Harper’s movements,
Kramer and Brandt had curtailed their search for the
motor launch and hightailed it back to the airport and the
GSC jet. They found it ready for them and within minutes
had wheels up.
Brandt gazed out her window at the spectacular sight
of the Caribbean slipping by thousands of feet below. She
was always amazed at the numerous hues of blues and
greens that comprised the ocean canvases and the swirls
and odd shaped coral reefs, atolls and cays below
reminded her of her beloved Great Barrier Reef off the
coast of Queensland, Australia.
The co-pilot appeared at the cockpit door. “We’re an
hour out of MIA and will be commencing our descent
shortly. I’ve been asked to let you know there will be a
vehicle waiting for you after we touch down.” He returned
to the flight deck and there was an audible clack as he
secured the door behind him.
Brandt turned in her seat. “So, what do you think of
Darci and Maria’s idea about Harper?”
Kramer took the ball from Shadow and signaled for
him to lie down. For a long moment Kramer rolled the
sticky ball around with his fingers, staring at in blankly.
“Boss?”
Kramer looked up slowly—his face an emotionless
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mask. “What they said makes perfect sense when you take
all the pieces and put them together. There’s a slim chance
they might be wrong but right now it’s the best we have to
run with.”
“Well, let’s hope that by the time we land Maria will
have had some luck searching through all that security
footage taken at the ports used by the cruise lines over the
past week or so. At least she has her team of wizards
Down Under to help her.”
“We can only hope,” Kramer replied cryptically then
he turned his attention back to the ball unaware Shadow
was eyeing it as well.
Customs and Immigration were a formality so it
wasn’t long after landing at Miami International that
Kramer, Brandt and Shadow were ensconced in their hotel
room FaceTiming with Darci and Maria.
“Working on our assumptions of Harper’s
movements and the resulting possible timeline, we’ve been
able to narrow security footage to the arrival of just three
cruise ships.”
As Kramer and Brandt watched, Maria transferred
the videos from her three computer screens to a huge
digital wall similar to that in Darci’s office.
“It will be a whole easier for all of us to view
everything this way together,” she explained. She tapped a
few keys and one of the three images began running.
“Each video stream is about two hours long,” she warned.
“I don’t know about you lot,” Darci said, “but I need
a break. Can I get you a drink, hon?” Maria stretched and
nodded and he wandered across to his office bar and
poured a couple of stiff drinks. Spirit lay patiently in a
corner of the room, his eyes tracking Darci’s every move.
Kramer did the same for Brandt and himself from
their hotel minibar after looking to Shadow’s needs first.
They had all been sitting staring for over three hours at
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lines of passengers filing off cruise ships. The first security
footage came up empty, although Darci warned that if all
three streams did the same they would have no choice but
to run through them again. After a half hour’s break
everyone resumed his or her seat and Maria resumed the
second video.
The digital counter was almost at the video’s end
when Kramer leapt from his chair.
“STOP. Run it back . . . there, stop it there. Maria,
can you zoom in on that couple coming down the
gangway? No . . . the two walking behind the old couple.”
The elderly couple dressed in gaudy island outfits
passed off screen. Behind them walked a tall woman with
blonde hair and a young boy maybe ten years old.
“Those two? Your eyes must be more tired than
mine, Kramer,” said Darci.
“Humor me, mate.” Kramer snapped. “Maria—that
recognition software of yours—can you run it on the
woman’s face?”
“Sure, it’ll only take a second to get it started.”
They all looked on as she went back over to her
computer and worked the keypad for a few minutes. When
she returned to the big screen the image of the woman’s
face was overlaid with a mesh of lines and numbers that
began changing shape slightly. A minute later the process
gained speed. Everyone watched in silence.
Just when they had all given up hope of anything
happening, the recognition program stopped and another
image appeared off to the side. The name beneath the
woman’s face read ‘Shelley Harper’ with a seventy-five
percent probability.
“I’ll be damned,” breathed Darci.
“Maria, any chance you can change the other
woman’s hair from blonde to red?” Kramer edged forward
in his chair.
He felt Brandt watching him closely, recognizing the
expression growing there. It was that of the hunter
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creeping in for the kill.
It took mere seconds for Maria to make the change.
The probability number jumped to eighty-seven percent.
“Shit. Will you take a gander at that?” Darci gasped.
“Kramer how did you—”
“Maria, can you do something about those
sunglasses—like get rid of them? And that heavy makeup
the blonde is wearing—can you somehow soften the cheek
areas?” Kramer was almost out of his chair.
This time it took Maria nearly twelve minutes to make
Kramer’s adjustments to the security image. Finally it was
done, and she hit a single key and sat back to allow the
computer to complete its work.
On screen the sunglasses were magically painted out,
the eyes from the Harper image copied and pasted onto
the surveillance image, and tweaked to match the facial
angle. Then the computer’s cursor hovered over the
cheeks and gradually the heavy makeup softened to a
lighter tone. A beeping sounded and Maria reached out,
tapped a key, and the alarm stopped. The probability now
read ninety-eight percent.
Everyone sat in stunned silence. Darci swung round
and peered into the computer’s camera positioned behind
him.
“Bloody hell, Kramer. How in the world did you
suspect it was Harper? And what about the boy? Anyone
else would have pegged them as mother and son.”
“You’re forgetting one thing,” Kramer said quietly.
“What’s that mate?”
“I’m the only one among us who has been face-toface with Harper. I also have more than one reason never
to forget that face.” Kramer absently touched his chest.
“As for the boy . . . I think you’ll find he’s merely a stooge
for her plan to enter the States. My guess is he’s already
dead.”
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CHAPTER 25

All the drivers involved were homegrown ISIS
sympathizers and volunteers with impeccable driving
histories and no criminal records because all were
government employees with Level 2 – Secret – security
clearances issued by the Department of Homeland
Security.
The team with the furthest to travel had twenty-seven
hours to look forward to, nearly ten more than the other
nine teams. Two drivers were assigned to each vehicle with
strict instructions not to engage their passengers in
conversation of any kind other than to ask if they were
hungry, thirsty or needed a rest stop. So, in order to cope
with the long hours of silence, all the drivers wore earbuds
and tuned into their favorite music or audiobook.
The American landscape the group’s leader was
forced to endure was one he and his men had been
educated from birth to abhor. He knew they were doing
the same as him, peering through the heavily tinted
windows at sights that boggled his mind and senses;
women walking about with faces uncovered, wearing
degenerate clothing and makeup; women driving vehicles
and moving about unescorted by a male; the blatant
display of wealth; and stores that displayed all manner of
ungodly wares and services.
The land of the Great Satan surely needed the
righteous touch of the Hand of God and they, His
servants, were here to do just that in His name.
Before departing their new stronghold in Sirte,
Libya—the former home of Colonel Gaddafi—the twenty
fighters were each handed a blessed copy of the Qur’an
and a document listing the steps they should take to ensure
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the successful completion of their mission.
As his vehicle sped northward, one of the fighters
pulled out his copy of the letter and read one of the points
listed.
‘Remind your soul to listen and obey all divine orders,
and remember you will face decisive situations that might
prevent you from one hundred percent obedience, so tame
your soul, purify it, convince it, make it understand, and
incite it. God said: 'Obey God and His Messenger, and do
not fight amongst yourselves or else you will fail. And be
patient, for God is with the patient.’
He reread the passage several times before returning
it to his jacket pocket then rested his head against the
window and gazed blindly at the gentle rolling hills, broad
flats, crop fields, and grazing livestock of the Texan
Rolling Plains region as they slipped past.
None of the fighters knew their final destinations, nor
did they care. They knew there would be comfortable
accommodation awaiting them along with further
instructions, explosives, ammunition, and weapons—all
the tools of their trade.
His comrade glanced across at him knowing full well
what was passing through his mind. Together they had
carried out many missions, and though this may be their
most audacious, and therefore most likely their last, each
mission required the same mental and physical
preparation.
He glanced at his watch then squirmed into a
comfortable position and fell asleep.
*

*

*

*

*

*

The time on the car’s digital readout showed one pm,
quite early to pause in her journey north, but Harper had
time to spare and decided to take the exit ramp into
Kingsland, Georgia just over three miles north of the
Florida state line.
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She parked the SUV in a space adjacent the entrance
to the Hawthorn Suites, checked in under a false name,
and fifteen minutes later stretched out on the surprisingly
comfortable bed in her room. She lay a while staring up at
the ceiling and allowed her mind to replay the events of
the last few days. Two made her smile-—shooting Kramer
and watching his body slide beneath the waves, and setting
foot in America for the first time in years.
The latter caused her eyes to well up as she
remembered the last occasion she had seen her daughter,
Catalina, alive. It had been an exceptional occasion for
Valdiron and herself—the graduation of Catalina from the
FBI Academy. It was also near impossible for them to
attend because of their notoriety with the agency. But they
had managed with a lot of ingenuity and Hollywoodquality makeup and disguise. The fact that two of the FBI’s
most-wanted would have a daughter as a Special Agent
was no accident. Catalina was to be the eyes and ears for
her parents’ criminal empire. Little did they know then that
Valdiron would later kill her.
Once again the painful past became almost
unbearable. The last time Harper had seen her lover and
partner-in-crime, Valdiron. It had been at their estate in
South Africa and they had exchanged angry words over his
decision to make a personal trip to the U.S.—something
she had regretted ever since. She never saw him again—
alive that is—only images on the Internet of his body and
that of Catalina’s surrounded by FBI and others, including
Kramer and his blasted monster of a dog.
Now it was time for her to exact retribution. The plan
for sneaking back into America had been fairly simple to
come up with. Reaching out to some of Valdiron’s old
criminal contacts proved even less complicated, right
down to providing them with a shopping list of supplies
her plan required and having them delivered and waiting
for her to collect.
The plan, though, demanded a major diversion;
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something to catch and hold the attention of the FBI,
police and as many other agencies as possible. She had
spent over a year racking her brain for such a diversion
when ISIS reached out to her.
Not for a moment did she forget that this could well
prove a one-way trip; that her chances for survival were
stacked against her—and stacked extremely high.
Unknown to everyone except for Valdiron and Catalina,
Harper had a contact, the only other person to whom she
could turn for help. Right now that person was waiting
patiently for her to arrive so that, together, they could
bring Harper’s plan to fruition.
She sat up sharply and raked her hair with her fingers.
What she needed was a nice long hot shower and food.
Her corner room looked out onto a dense forest that
provided good privacy so she didn’t bother closing the
curtains. She undressed, leaving her clothes lying where
they fell, and walked naked to the entertainment unit and
switched on the radio then entered the bathroom.
Steam quickly filled the room and drifted out into the
living area along with a melodic voice singing ‘I’m Coming
For You,’ a song by Triggerfinger.
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CHAPTER 26

It had been a long sleepless night for Kramer. Something
about Harper’s return to America didn’t sit quite right in
his mind. Despite the fact that the attack on her South
African estate had flushed her out into the open Kramer
could see no plausible reason for Harper to go to such
extraordinary lengths to get into America. Her businesses
extended worldwide; with her contacts she could have
simply disappeared underground anywhere in the world
and chances of locating her again would be next to zero.
Since her husband’s death Harper had assumed his
criminal organization and proven herself more than
proficient in nurturing it into the empire it now was.
So why put all that at risk by running straight into the
arms of the one country that hunted her the most? It
contradicted everything Kramer knew about Harper.
Whatever the reason, it meant more to the woman than
anything else. A memory glowed dimly in the far reaches
of his mind.
Then the fog lifted from his befuddled thoughts and
he recalled the alarm on his smartphone that woke him
just as he was about to drift off moments before Brandt
was due to arrive.
He searched about for the device and found it on the
floor. He pulled up the message and then all the pieces
regarding Harper’s recent behavior began to fall into place.
“So we now know that after disembarking, Harper
had a SUV waiting for her in the nearby multi-level car
park,” Kramer said.
He and Brandt sat together on a couch in their hotel
room using their iPad to talk with Darci and Maria on the
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west coast. They had been in the process of cleaning their
Glock and Sig Sauer when Darci called and the coffee
table was covered in weapon pieces and cleaning material.
“That’s what the car park security camera shows,”
Maria confirmed. “But someone obscured the tags enough
that the camera wasn’t able to give us a clear enough image
for us to track down.”
Brandt leaned forward. “Darci, Maria . . . do either of
you have any clue why Harper would choose now to return
here? I can’t come up with anything that makes sense but,
then again, I’m the new kid on the block, so to speak. I’ve
read our files on her and Valdiron, but I didn’t find
anything to spark an idea.”
Darci and Maria looked at each other, shrugged then
looked back at their two operatives in Florida.
“We can’t say with any certainty, other than it seems
strange to us that she would abandon her lucrative
business in South Africa, even if it was legit,” Darci said.
“And her criminal activities, operating under the
name Inkwazi Enterprises, extend all over the world. She’s
been doing it for years—and very successfully. There isn’t
any viable reason we can determine for her to leave all that
and make a personal trip here. The risks are too high for
her. She’s on everyone’s watch list. If she has a plan in
mind—whatever the hell it is—surely it wouldn’t be hard
at all for her to have someone else to carry it out,” Maria
said.
“You’re mighty quiet, mate. Care to share any
thoughts you might have with the rest of us?” Darci asked.
“What date is it?” Kramer simply asked.
“July twenty-fourth. Why do you ask?”
“Anything about that ring any bells?” Kramer calmly
picked up a couple of metal pieces and began reassembling
his Glock.
“Nope, not with me.” Darci glanced at his wife.
“Maria, what about you, hon—any bells ringing in that
pretty head of yours?” She pursed her lips and shook her
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head.
Silence settled at both ends of the Internet call, and
all eyes focused on Kramer as he continued to piece his
weapon together. Moments later he gave the Glock a once
over with a cleaning cloth then placed it on the coffee
table.
“Three days from today it will have been thirty-one
months since Valdiron and Catalina were killed,” Kramer
said quietly, almost unemotionally. “Maybe all this is
simply about revenge. Maybe Harper has finally come back
to reap retribution from those she holds responsible for
their deaths. As far as she’s concerned this is a different
kind of business trip. It’s purely personal—nothing to do
with rebuilding her operations here at all. And don’t forget
that we’ve established a strong connection between Harper
and ISIS.”
Stunned silence.
Darci and Maria stared wide-eyed at each other for a
long moment then both turned slowly back to Kramer. He
could see their minds working overtime behind their
incredulous expressions. Finally Darci squinted hard at
him.
“You’ve suspected this revenge motive all along,
haven’t you, mate? When did you—”
“The moment I saw her step off that cruise ship.”
“What? And the thought never entered that thick
skull of yours to let any of us know?”
Kramer shrugged. “I needed to mull it over for
myself. I needed to be sure all the pieces fit before
shooting my mouth off. Then this morning the
notification alarm went off on my smartphone—and I
knew.”
“You marked down the date Valdiron and his
daughter were killed?” asked Maria.
Kramer shook his head.
“No, Maria, he marked down the date Sarah was
killed—they’re both the same,” Brandt said softly, and her
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eyes couldn’t hide the empathy she felt as she regarded
Kramer sitting quietly.
Maria shrank into her chair looking positively
mortified by her faux pas. Darci looked equally
admonished. And Brandt felt wretched being there and
having to watch Kramer struggle with his painful
memories. She rose from the lounge and went out onto
their hotel balcony. She felt a nudge against her thigh and
noticed Shadow had followed her. She stood there gazing
out at the city skyline basking in a hazy sunset and stroked
the dog’s large head.
“Okay, enough of this pity party.” Kramer’s voice
boomed through the room. “We haven’t got the luxury to
waste time while Harper is out there running around like a
loose cannon. And don’t forget it’s a fair bet that ISIS
might be somehow involved as well. Charlie, get your ass
back in here. Shadow—you too, you big lug head.”
They both virtually sprinted back into the room and
dutifully sat on either side of Kramer. He put an arm
around both their shoulders and smiled into the iPad’s
camera.
“Now, Maria, we don’t have the license plates to
Harper’s SUV but we do have fairly good images of the
make and model. Send the best over to us—maybe see if
you can fiddle with them first, and work your magic in
sharpening them up for us. As soon as we receive them,
Charlie and I will hit the streets and try our best to get any
leads.
“Darci, pass on our concern about ISIS to your
contacts at Homeland Security—I think they’d appreciate
the heads up. Then get in touch with everyone you know
over here and begin circulating those same SUV images.
Call in whatever chips are owed you to get people working
with us—the more eyes we have looking for Harper the
better our chances of finding her sooner than later. I know
her better than anyone, and if I’m right about her reason
for being here then you can bet she’s had time enough to
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plan something big.”
Kramer was suddenly reenergized. He was back in his
element of giving orders, getting people to jump to action.
None of his friends watching could guess the former
Marine sensed he was being given his one last chance to
settle his score with Harper—the last remaining vestige of
Valdiron’s legacy. This time he vowed to himself that one
way or another he would bring Harper down—take her
out once and for all.
“We’re on it,” Darci and Maria said in unison, and the
iPad screen went dark.
Kramer nodded at the items cluttering the coffee
table. “You’d better begin putting that Sig back together
unless you want to leave here feeling naked.” He winked at
her and shot her a wry smile.
She turned away but not before he noticed the flush
on her cheeks. For some reason a tingle ran down his
spine and settled in his groin. Damnit.
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CHAPTER 27

Within the first twenty hours calls began filtering in from
around the country. The ISIS teams were arriving at their
various destinations and reporting in. The ringleader
behind the whole plan sat peacefully at his desk and took
their short calls, then updated the data on his computer
map. Except for the last three teams that had the furthest
to travel and were scheduled to report in the next six to
seven hours, everything was running as per his timetable.
Each digital flag representing one of his teams was
assigned a letter from the Arabic alphabet: alif, baa, taa,
thaa, jiim, haa, kha, daal, thaal, and raa. As he leaned back
in his chair and scanned the first seven flags flashing to
mark that they were active, his private smartphone rang.
He leaned forward and took it up.
“Nem fielaan? Yes?” The caller identified himself and
the ringleader ended the call. He moved the cursor over
the map and selected the flag titled daal. Eight down, two
more to go. He clicked on the daal flag and it went active.
He opened his briefcase and, from inside the false
lining, retrieved his copy of the same document issued to
each of his holy warriors. He ran a long slender finger
down the point-by-point list and stopped at number ten
under the heading The Last Night. His lips moved silently
as he read.
‘Remember the words of Almighty God: 'You were looking to
the battle before you engaged in it, and now you see it with your own
two eyes.' Remember: 'How many small groups beat big groups by the
will of God.' And His words: 'If God gives you victory no one can
beat you. And if He betrays you who can give you victory without
Him? So the faithful put their trust in God.’
He meditated on the words for a long while then
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slipped the papers back and closed the briefcase. When
news came across his desk of the South African attack by
persons unknown, and the subsequent death of two of
ISIS’s high-ranking officers as well as one of the
movement’s top warriors, at first he had feared for his
plan. Then he had turned to passages from the Holy
Qur’an and received much needed peace of mind and
reassurance that all would go well.
There was a gentle knock on his office door and he
closed the desktop window displaying the map.
“Come.”
A smartly dressed woman in her thirties entered
carrying a silver tray on which was a china setting for one.
She moved quickly across the room and placed the tray
gently down.
“Would you like me to pour, sir?” she asked in a soft
voice.
“No thank you, Selena. I can manage.” He gave her a
wide smile that displayed a perfect set of teeth.
She bobbed her head and quickly left, closing the
door quietly behind her. He regarded the blank door,
resting his elbows on his polished desk and cradling his
chin on steepled fingers.
The road he’d traveled to reach this pinnacle in his
long career had been arduous with numerous twists and
turns and setbacks. But he had persevered with the help of
his devoted innocent wife and children.
Nevertheless, even harder had been the task of
keeping hidden his previous life prior to coming to
America. Thankfully, as God would have it, he had entered
the country many years before the 9/11 attack-—before
the creation of the Department of Homeland Security, and
all the toughened immigration and security laws and
procedures that came with it.
It also helped that those in Syria responsible for
creating his new sterile identity were experts and their
foresight to have him procure an American wife from
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among the political elite had only cemented his place in the
field he was supposed to pursue.
When he had been promoted to his latest position the
same people also provided him a flash drive, by way of a
dead drop, that enabled him to encrypt his computer in
such a way that his insurgent files were partitioned and
isolated from his department’s internal IT security
surveillance and backup but more importantly, programed
to auto-destruct.
Then came the moment when he felt the sudden
inspiration for a plan that could have as much effect and
damage on the American psyche as that of the 9/11 attack.
He spent over two years devising and refining his
scheme before considering it worthy to submit to his
superiors in Syria. Months later he was unexpectedly
contacted while at lunch away from his office. His plan
had been accepted but, more important to him, sanctioned
to put into operation whenever he deemed the time right.
When he posed the question of funds and personnel
he received an immediate answer confirming neither would
be an issue. While deliberating over his submission, ISIS
had contacted a person in South Africa who claimed to
have the means of inserting its fighters into America
without too much problem. The price was considerable
but not impossible and a deal was struck.
A self-assured smile appeared on his lips and he
reached for the long triangular nameplate on his desk and
gazed at it. Printed in gold lettering on the dark mahogany
wood were the words ‘Peter Halsted, Deputy Assistant
Director, Office of Intelligence and Analysis, Department
of Homeland Security’.
He replaced the nameplate as his smartphone rang.
“Yes?” Again he listened for a few seconds before hanging
up. He reopened the window on his computer and
activated the thaal flag. One more to go, and then the first
phase of his plan would be complete.
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Twelve hundred miles away the two men of alif team
settled into their safe house—their place for preparation.
They were less than two miles from their target. The
drivers who had brought them were in their own room in
the rear of the house enjoying a well-earned rest before the
action started.
The older of the terrorists parted the curtains slightly
and peered out at the quiet suburban street. He watched as
people went about their everyday business totally unaware
that if he so desired he could pluck out their lives in the
blink of an eye. The image brought a grim smile to his
face.
He turned as his younger comrade entered the room
and walked over to the wall-mounted TV. He looked
about for the controller, spotted it lying in its cradle on a
table beside an overstuffed single lounge, and grabbed it as
he dropped into the chair. He switched on the TV to
watch the news when his comrade pointed out it was
almost time for Asr--their afternoon prayer.
He held up a few sheets of paper. “Have you read all
that is written here?”
“Almost. Why?”
“Well, whether you’ve read this already or not, I think
this is the perfect time for this particular passage from the
letter,’ he said, referring to the document handed out to
them all. He began to read in a monotone:
‘When you have reached your place of preparation, say a
supplication of place ['Oh Lord, I ask you for the best of this place,
and ask you to protect me from its evils'], and everywhere you go say
that prayer and smile and be calm, for God is with the believers.
And the angels protect you without you feeling anything. Say this
supplication: 'God is more dear than all of His creation.' And say:
'Oh Lord, protect me from them as You wish.' And say: 'Oh Lord,
take your anger out on the enemy and we ask You to protect us from
their evils.' And say: 'Oh Lord, block their vision from in front of
them, so that they may not see.' And say: 'God is all we need, He is
the best to rely upon.' Remember God's words: 'Those to whom the
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people said, "The people have gathered to get you, so fear them," but
that only increased their faith and they said, God is all we need, He
is the best to rely upon.’
“Allahu Akbar,” the younger responded firmly.
“Allahu Akbar.”
Both men pondered the message, each taking courage
from the words and strengthening their resolve for what
lay ahead.
“Do you want to watch that propaganda, or would
you prefer we scout out our target?” the elder asked,
gesturing at the newsreader on the screen.
“I say we take a ride.” The younger switched the TV
off and tossed the controller onto the side table. “I can
watch their news when we get back. I need a good laugh.”
The elder knocked on the bedroom occupied by the
two drivers. A bleary-eyed man opened it. “We want to
check out our target—now. It shouldn’t take long.” His
tone indicated a command, not a request. The man
shrugged and told his fellow driver of their plan then the
three men walked out to the SUV parked out of sight
behind the house.
Nine minutes later the SUV cruised slowly through
one of several large car parks, the ISIS team seated in the
back craning to see as much as they could of the complex’s
layout. Until their arrival at the house the men had no
prior knowledge of their target, but waiting for them were
instructions that quickly made it all clear.
Now that they had eyes on the target they appreciated
the enormity of the task at hand. There were numerous
access points to the site, too many for the two-man unit to
contend with. Instead, they had to select the best option
open to them that promised the greatest results.
“Driver, pull around and take us by that last
entrance,” the elder terrorist said.
As they cruised past the spot again he gestured at the
building through the SUV’s darkened windows. “There,
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that one is the best. The way everything is laid out will
work to our advantage. There’s hardly any cover or shelter
to speak of. What do you think?” he asked his comrade.
The younger leaned across and regarded the area.
After a moment he nodded, satisfied. “Yes, I think you are
right. The other access points are good, but this is the best.
Yes, this one will work very well.”
“Excellent,” the elder replied. He leaned forward and
touched the driver on the shoulder. “Pull into that space
there. I’ll be but a moment. I need to see inside the place.”
The SUV slid into a vacant parking spot and the
terrorist climbed out and made his way as casually as he
could into the huge building. Ten minutes he reappeared
and joined the others waiting in the vehicle. The younger
looked at him inquiringly. The elder nodded with a smile
and directed the driver to return to the safe house.
“All that is left now is for us to sketch out our plan
on paper and strategize our timing.” The elder had no
inkling that their attack would to be the first.
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CHAPTER 28

The morning proved to be nondescript. The sky was a
watercolor palette of soft hues and pale clouds, the early
humidity and heat sufficiently comfortable that Harper
could drive with her window down. Great swaths of
watery green wetlands stretched out either side of the
highway and tainted the air with a decidedly moldy smell
that fortunately was bearable.
She maintained a steady speed, stuck to the outside
lane, and watched as others sped past on their rush north.
The road ahead rose as it prepared to take her out of
Georgia, over the Savannah River, into the next state.
As she passed over the wide ribbon of sky gray water
and reached the river’s midway point the blue South
Carolina state welcome board caught her eye. Welcome to
South Carolina – Smiling Faces, Beautiful Places. Then the
highway eased back down to earth where moments later
she was officially greeted again by the state’s welcome gate
that flanked the I-95; the central portion standing in the
medium strip flourishing the American and state flags.
Today they hung limp and unmoving.
Harper consulted her nav system and chose a rest
stop close to the state’s northern border for lunch. Traffic
was reasonably light, certainly not stressful, for which she
was thankful, so she scanned the radio stations and settled
back to go over her plans as the dulcet voice of Harry
Connick Jr filled the car.
Nearly four hours later she had to double take at the
sight of a huge alien sombrero rising some two hundred
feet above the miles of pine forest and cultivated fields.
The structure turned out to be Sombrero Tower, the
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notable landmark of a unique amalgam of Dixie and Old
Mexico—the South of The Border tourist complex, better
known to locals and insiders as SOB.
Harper almost reconsidered her choice of rest stop
when she encountered the ninety-seven foot tall grinning
mustachioed caricature of Pedro, the supposed lovable
mascot of the place that straddled the entrance to SOB.
What the hell? She drove between Pedro’s legs.
It had been quite a while since she had treated herself
to a decent meal so when the sign for Peddler Steak House
caught her eye it didn’t take long before she pulled in and
was shown to a corner booth looking out to the car park.
While she waited for her order, she read up on the
history of SOB--how it started in 1949 as a beer stand
called South of The Border Depot and expanded over the
years to its current status as an intriguing campy attraction
for travelers on the I-95.
She salivated the instant her meal arrived. Until that
moment she had not realized just how hungry she really
was—her mind had been preoccupied with more
important things.
She was almost finished when she noticed a South
Carolina State Highway Patrol car pass by the restaurant,
then stop and reverse until it was level with the car park
entrance. She could see the trooper looking at something,
but had no idea what caught his attention until the patrol
car turned into the lot and pulled up behind her SUV.
Suddenly her appetite was gone. She eased the
unfinished meal aside and sipped her coffee as the trooper
left his vehicle and walked around hers. He stooped and
peered inside the front and back, then went around to the
front and pulled out his large notebook. He jotted down
something then returned to his patrol car. Damn.
Harper calmly finished her coffee and paid her bill
then went and stood just outside the restaurant’s entrance.
She sucked in her lower lip and scrutinized the area
checking for more police. There were none. Taking in a
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deep breath, she exhaled slowly then casually approached
her SUV.
“Excuse me, ma’am, but are you the driver of this
vehicle?” The voice had a thick southern drawl.
Harper turned slowly and looked appropriately
surprised. The trooper was tall—over six feet, broad
shouldered, and square jawed, his two-tone gray uniform
tailored to his trim figure, his hat sat jauntily tilted forward
on his head, reminiscent of the U.S. Marine Drill
Instructor image. He appeared pleasant enough, not at all
threatening or intimidating—actually smiling.
She took a couple of steps toward him and glanced at
the nametag pinned to his chest. “Officer . . . Westbury, or
is it Trooper Westbury?”
“Officer Westbury will do just fine, ma’am. Is this
your vehicle?”
“Um, yes it is, officer. Is there something wrong? Did
I do something—?”
“Could I see your driver’s license and vehicle
registration, please?” A slight hardness crept into his voice.
“Of course.” Harper opened the driver’s door and
leaned inside the SUV.
“Slowly please, if you don’t mind, ma’am.”
She eased out slowly as requested and handed the
trooper her identification. “You didn’t answer my
question, Officer Westbury. Did I do something wrong?”
He didn’t answer but merely studied the ID in his
hand. That was when Harper noticed the trooper’s body
camera. She’d forgotten that those were becoming more
and more prevalent in police departments across the
nation. Westbury’s could prove a potential problem. She
wasn’t sure exactly how the cameras worked but assumed
they weren’t linked directly back to his station.
“Thank you, ma’am. Sorry, nothing wrong. I had a
report about someone speeding and the description of the
vehicle matched yours, that’s all.” He handed her ID back,
but his tone and body language seemed hesitant.
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“So I’m free to go, officer?”
“Yes, ma’am. Let me move my vehicle out of your
way.”
Westbury turned right out of the car park and drove
toward the southern end of SOB. Harper, conscious of
customers staring at her from the restaurant, turned left
from the car park and headed north to regain the I-95.
Movement in the rearview mirror caught her eye and when
she looked she saw Officer Westbury turn his vehicle
around and begin following her at a distance.
It was the first time since setting foot in America that
Harper felt truly nervous.
She took the onramp and resumed her northward
journey, ever conscious of the highway patrol car in her
mirror. When she crossed the state line and entered North
Carolina she thought she would relax knowing that
Westbury couldn’t follow her. But even as she watched his
vehicle pause at the border and turn back around she was
surprised to discover she had been holding her breath all
the while. She exhaled loudly.
There was now something that had to be done, and
done quickly. She worked at the nav system for a few
minutes and chose her next stop.
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CHAPTER 29

“We got a hit!”
Darci rushed into his wife’s office with Spirit dancing
around him stirred up by the sudden excitement.
“Where?”
“South Carolina.”
“South Caro—?”
“A state trooper just reported stopping a vehicle
matching the one we believe Harper is driving.”
“Where in South Carolina?” Darci gripped the back of
Maria’s chair and peered over her shoulder at the Google
Earth map.
“South of The Border.”
“Yeah, but where exactly?”
“No, believe it or not that’s the name of the place—
South of The Border.” Maria’s fingers danced over her
keyboard and the map image zoomed in on a patch quilt of
odd shapes of various shades of green with torn sections
of dark green. A red dot appeared with the words South of
The Border typed along side.
As the image closed in further Darci saw what he first
thought to be a small town right on the state line between
the two Carolinas. It turned out to be what looked like a
hotel, a large truck stop and a collection of other assorted
buildings that were most likely restaurants and stores. A
single main road ran through the middle of the place.
Along the left side of the town, for want of a better word,
ran the I-95.
“What is it?” Darci said getting closer to the screen.
“It’s pretty much just a quick road stop for tourists as
far as I can tell,” Maria answered.
“Okay, but what about the car the trooper spotted?”
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“Judging by his report, he saw a SUV parked here,”
Maria zoomed in to a fork and knife symbol, and a gray
roofed building appeared along with a substantial car park.
When Maria hovered her cursor over the symbol the name
Peddler Steak House popped up on the screen.
“The trooper was walking around the SUV checking
it when a woman came out of the restaurant and went
straight to it. He didn’t have any problems with her when
he asked for ID, and after everything checked out he let
her leave.”
“He let her leave?” Darci almost choked on the
words. “Why?”
“As I said, everything checked out. The woman’s
name is Marianne Sommers out of New York; the vehicle
is registered in her name. The trooper followed her to the
state line then had to turn back but said Sommers kept
driving north on I-95.”
“What about its license plates? The SUV Harper
collected in Fort Lauderdale had something obscuring the
plates.”
“They were clean, otherwise the trooper would have
made a bigger point about them in his report. Naturally he
took them down. Let me see . . . here they are . . . New
York license plate GMJ-3046. But we got this as well from
the trooper.”
The Google map reduced and another screen
materialized beside it. After a couple of seconds a video
began running.
“And this is?” Darci asked.
“Officer Westbury, our state trooper, happened to be
wearing a body cam.” Darci could hear the smile in Maria’s
voice.
The SUV jerked and jittered and tilted as Westbury
walked around examining the vehicle from different
angles. At one point the scene darkened as the trooper
appeared to lean in close to check the interior through the
side windows. It looked like he was standing at the back of
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the SUV when a tall woman entered the video from the
left and walked up to the SUV. For the next few minutes,
Maria and Darci watched and listened breathless as
Westbury and the woman conversed, ID was handed over,
examined and handed back, then a head-spinning jumble
of images as Westbury climbed into his patrol car. Then
the screen went black.
Maria’s office went dead quiet. Even Spirit sensed the
tension and kept silent, deciding the best action was total
inaction and settled at Darci’s feet.
“Was that . . .” Darci’s voice faded.
“It certainly looked like Harper.”
“But this woman is a brunette. We know Harper is
really a redhead but when last seen was a blonde.”
“Don’t forget there are such things as wigs, dear,”
Maria said.
“I know that, smarty. Thanks for reminding me,
anyway.” Darci playfully punched his wife’s shoulder. “Has
Kramer seen this? He of all people can tell if it’s Harper or
not. Can you run your facial recognition software, same as
you did for the cruise ship video?”
“No and yes,” Maria replied. “No, Kramer hasn’t
seen this new video but I only just sent it to him. And yes,
I can run my program, and actually started it before you
came rushing in. I’m cross-referencing it with her image
we have on file along with the match we got off the cruise
ship video. We should expect—”
Maria’s smartphone jangled. She checked the caller
ID. “It’s Kramer. I’ll put him on speaker.”
“That’s her—that’s Harper. It’s her voice. When and
where was this taken?”
Maria began filling him and Brandt in on the details
concerning Officer Westbury’s encounter when an alarm
sounded from her computer.
“Both Kramer and my facial recognition program
have confirmed Harper as the woman from the body cam
footage,” Maria announced to everyone.
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“Okay, so now we have a positive sighting,” Kramer
said. “But according to my smartphone, it’s seven hundred
miles from where we are in Fort Lauderdale to this place
called South of The Border. That equates to a nine-hour
drive. Even if we had a police escort all the way it would
still take us around seven hours. That’s too long, folks.
Harper will be long gone by the time we get there.”
“Calm down, mate,” Darci said. “Right this minute,
Maria is notifying the highway patrol in both North
Carolina and Virginia to put out a BOLA on Harper and
her SUV. If we throw our net that far ahead of her we’ll
stand a far greater chance of catching her, but—”
“But the cops don’t know what Harper is capable of,
Darci,” Kramer said. “I know her. That woman is on a
mission, and she won’t let anything or anyone stand in her
way. We don’t even have any clue what she might have
with her in the way of firepower.”
“Kramer has a point, boss,” Brandt added.
“If you two will let me finish…” Darci sounded
noticeably irritated. After a few seconds of silence he
continued.
“Okay. First of all, get yourselves back to the airport.
I have the company jet refueled and waiting for you. It’s
going to fly you direct to Raleigh-Durham International in
North Carolina. It will take you all of ninety minutes, and
should place you almost on top of Harper if she keeps to
her run north on the I-95. When you get to Raleigh there’ll
be other transport waiting for you to take you wherever
you need to go.”
“How are you—”
Darci cut Kramer off. “No time for details, mate. Just
get your ass and Brandt’s back to our jet. You’re the one
keen to get back on top of this op, so get going.”
“Yessir,” Kramer snapped.
Darci heard scuffling and muffled exclamations then
the call ended. Darci sat on the corner of Maria’s desk and
sighed, visibly deflated.
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Maria handed her phone to him. “Here. If you’re
planning to roll out what I think you are, then you have at
least a couple of very urgent calls to make—and right
now.”
Darci looked at her for a moment and nodded. He
collected himself and punched in a special number. His call
was picked up on the second ring.
“I need to speak to your commanding officer. Tell
him it’s his crazy Aussie mate on the line,” Darci growled.
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CHAPTER 30

The detour took her only twelve miles out of her way, and
fell well within her allowance for hiccups to her primary
plan.
Harper drove slowly down the main street of what
she regarded as nothing short of a hick town. The
welcome sign noted the population totaled less than three
thousand, and from what she could see wondered what
kept those few people hanging around. It wasn’t the
nightlife, she was certain of that. The few people ambling
along the sidewalks looked to be the types who were
planted in front of their TVs by sundown before heading
off to bed by seven.
The small hamlet was not so much as up-and-going,
but more of already up-and-gone. Having passed through
the town without seeing what she had hoped to find she
decided to continue driving, knowing she would connect
with the highway again in about ten miles.
A mile out of town the road led her through a leafy
avenue of ancient oaks that gave her some relief from the
heat of the day. As her SUV swept round a slight bend
Harper had to swerve past a car stopped beside a mailbox.
As she passed, Harper happened to notice a woman lean
out to collect her mail before turning into a partially
hidden driveway.
The SUV slowed to a stop then backed up until it
drew level with the drive. It was about a hundred feet long,
and lined on both sides by tall trees and dense hedges.
Harper caught a glimpse of the other car as it disappeared
from view and eased the SUV past the mailbox into the
driveway.
She leaned over the wheel and scanned ahead for
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signs of the woman as she drove at a snail’s pace until she
came to the bend where she’d last seen the car. The SUV
stopped. A small cottage was visible through the trees and
the woman was carrying an armload of grocery bags from
her car. She negotiated the potted plants standing both
sides of the three wooden steps that led up to the covered
porch. When she reached the front door, the woman
balanced her goods on one hip as she worked a key in the
lock then, using a foot to push the door open, entered the
house.
She didn’t pause to call for help with the groceries or
for someone to open the door for her. Looks like she’s alone.
Leaving the SUV out of sight in the drive, Harper
approached the house warily, periodically checking the area
for an errant husband or other family members. Mindful
of squeaking boards, she stepped carefully to the open
front door and listened. She heard the woman singing
from somewhere toward the rear of the cottage, most
likely the kitchen.
She stepped through the doorway and into a short
hall that led her past a sitting room on one side and a small
dining room on the other. The singing grew louder as she
padded by a bedroom, obviously that of a single person,
with a bathroom across the hallway from it, and paused at
the threshold to the kitchen that ran the full width of the
house.
The woman stood at the sink with her back to her. As
she busied herself washing newly purchased vegetables, the
woman gazed through a large window that looked onto a
well-maintained yard and garden. She sang with a soft,
angelic voice, and though Harper didn’t recognize the song
she sensed the woman was performing a perfect rendition.
The melody ended abruptly when Harper smashed
the woman’s head in with a cast-iron fry pan.
Twenty minutes later Harper pulled back onto the I95 to continue her journey, pleased that her timetable
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hadn’t been badly interrupted by her side excursion.
Her only concern was she had been forced to leave
the SUV parked hidden behind the garage that proved too
small to hold the larger vehicle. Other than that, all else
went particularly smoothly, and she now had a different
car that hopefully would not be on anyone’s radar for
some time. And the Honda Civic was surprisingly
comfortable, though it would need refueling shortly. Damn.
*

*

*

*

*

*

The report was lying on his desk when he returned
from lunch. It wasn’t until he’d made a few calls, replied to
several emails, and signed a short stack of letters that he
finally found a spare moment to actually read it.
Hundreds, if not thousands of similar communiqués
had passed over his desk since he assumed the job. His
was only one of a myriad of government departments,
some large, and some consisting of only a handful of
people, whose responsibility it was to assess anything and
everything to do with terrorism, no matter how
insignificant the initial report may seem.
What he held in his hand had already been assessed,
evaluated, and assigned for appropriate action by other
agencies, but still required him to designate some of his
own staff to look into the issue someone had put into
motion by bringing it to the attention of the security and
intelligence community.
It had already been flagged for immediate attention so
there was no way he could sit on it for a while or pass over
it without risking internal scrutiny—something he certainly
didn’t need at this stage of his plan. He made some
notations on the first page then called his secretary in.
“Selena, see that Colville and Bradbury get this, and
tell them the contents have been flagged. They’ll know
what to do.”
“Right away, sir.”
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“And see that I’m not disturbed for the next hour.”
He swept a hand over a pile of paperwork. “If I don’t get
stuck into this lot it’ll be Christmas before I see the light of
day.” His little quip brought a smile to the young woman’s
face.
“Certainly, sir. I’ll make sure no one disturbs you for
at least an hour.” She smiled and left.
He waited a moment before picking up his personal
smartphone with its heavy encryption and keyed in a
special code. It had been made for just this situation, when
news of their supposed attack might suddenly appear from
an unexpected quarter and alert their enemy in advance.
The code he sent simply put all his teams on the highest
level of awareness. They must be extra vigilant for any
unusual build up in law enforcement in their immediate
vicinity.
There really wasn’t any need to suspect his fighters of
being anything but utterly diligent in their preparations and
own security measures, but it gave him peace of mind to
know he had done everything within his power to assure
the end result they all sought.
Whatever happened from this moment would be
God’s will—and it would all be over in the next seventytwo hours.
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CHAPTER 31

Brandt and Kramer pulled up short. When Darci had said
he’d have other transport waiting for them on their arrival
at Raleigh-Durham International they both expected a
vehicle—but nothing like this.
Their GSC jet had been directed to land at the area
assigned to the 1st Battalion (Attack), 130th Aviation
Regiment, an AH-64A/D Apache/Apache Longbow
attack helicopter unit of the North Carolina Army
National Guard. When they deplaned, Kramer and
company were met by a military police unit that escorted
them across to a hangar with an off limits barrier across its
entrance and a detachment of armed soldiers.
“You have to be bloody joking,” exclaimed Brandt.
“Hey, don’t look at me—this is all Darci’s doing.
That Aussie codger never ceases to amaze me.”
“Identification please, ma’am, sir.” The national
guardsman looked as if he didn’t have a funny bone in his
entire six foot seven inch body. He accepted their
proffered ID and spent an inordinate time scrutinizing it
before handing it back.
“I wasn’t informed about the, er, dog.” He cocked an
eyebrow at the sight of the huge dog wearing an armored
vest standing at Kramer’s side.
“If you’re referring to former U.S. Marine, Sgt.
Shadow, I vouch for him. He’s with me—Shadow by
name, shadow by nature.” Kramer’s smile bounced off the
guard’s demeanor.
The soldier eyed Shadow up and down again then
moved the barrier and stepped aside. “You’re cleared to
enter, ma’am, sir and, er, sergeant. Colonel Crawford over
there is expecting you.” He closed the barrier once the
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three had pass through and assumed a rigid stance with
both hands locked behind his back and eyes front.
The hangar appeared large enough to accommodate
at least three Lear jets at any given time but was empty
except for the silvery satin colored machine squatting in its
center surrounded by its own detachment of personal
security guards.
A uniformed figure left a group standing by the
machine and strode forward to meet the three arrivals.
Kramer recognized the insignia the officer wore to be that
of a bird colonel. They shook hands.
“Colonel Crawford. And I take it you’re . . . Kramer?
Or should I call you Captain Kramer?”
“Nice to meet you, Colonel, and Kramer is fine. And
this is my right hand man—I mean woman—Charise
Brandt.”
“Nice to meet you, Colonel Crawford. Just call me
Charlie.” She surprised Crawford with the firmness of her
handshake.
“And the dog? He looks to be more than a pet.
Which one of you belongs to him?”
Kramer laid an affectionate hand on Shadow’s head.
“Colonel Crawford, meet Shadow, former Marine
sergeant, definitely more than a pet. He’s risked his life to
save mine on several occasions.”
To Crawford’s astonishment, Shadow stepped
forward and extended a huge paw. The colonel hesitated
then shook it. Shadow then stepped back and sat at
Kramer’s side.
“Remarkable. It’s my distinct honor to meet you,
Sergeant.” The dog answered with a gruff woof that caused
everyone to smile, even the guards close enough to have
overheard the exchange.
“Well, now that we have the formalities over with, let
me introduce you to your ride.” Crawford gestured at the
machine and led the way through the circle of guards to
the knot of men waiting to meet the colonel’s visitors.
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“First, let me introduce your pilot, Major Cummins.
The major specializes in rotor aircraft and has clocked
up...how many hours, major?”
“Twelve thousand, sir.”
“That’s a lot of time in the air, major,” Kramer said.
“All fun, I take it?”
“For the most part, sir.” Cummins possessed a trim
athletic figure and was just short of six feet. His boyish
looks belied his years in service but his eyes testified to the
pain and hurt they had witnessed in that time.
“Roger that, major.” Kramer acknowledged the fact
that, as a member of the 1-130th with that many hours
logged, Cummins would have seen deployment with his
unit during Operation Enduring Freedom. Theirs was the
first National Guard Helicopter Unit engaged in combat
since the Vietnam War. Kramer knew all too well that
some action is a lot more hairy than others.
“I think I should let the major give you the guided
tour,” Crawford said. He glanced at his watch. “And you’d
best make it the ten cent tour, major. These people are
keen to get airborne.”
“Sir.” Cummins turned to Kramer and company.
“You are looking at the demonstrator model of the
Eurocopter X3—the fastest helicopter on Earth.”
Cummins spent the next few minutes walking them
around the futuristic squat machine that looked as if it
would be right at home in one of the popular sci-fi
computer games currently on the market.
The well-contoured humpback design was due to the
pair of 2270 HP Rolls-Royce Turbomeca RTM322
turboshaft engines that powered the X3 then tapered to a
finely sharpened nose. In addition to its five blade main
and tail rotors, the hybrid helicopter was also outfitted
with a pair of stubby wings similar to those aboard the Mi24 Hind but with propellers instead of missile pods that
provided eighty percent of the aircraft’s lift. The engines
allowed for a 12,500 foot service ceiling and blindingly fast
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speed.
“On seventh June 2013,” the major continued, “the
X3 conducted a forty-minute level flight over Southern
France near Istres and established a new air speed record
of 255 knots, or 293 mph. This followed a shallow dive
just days before, when the X3 topped 263 knots, or 302
mph.”
Brandt leaned into Kramer and whispered, “How in
the hell did Darci get his hands on this beauty?”
“Don’t ask, ‘cause he won’t tell,” Kramer responded
with a grin.
Their tour concluded with a quick inspection of the
interior that featured two seats for the flight crew and four
forward-looking passenger seats positioned abreast behind
the crew seats.
“An aircraft worthy of James Bond,” Kramer
commented, after looking over the space age layout.
“Right now he has to stand in line,” Brandt said
tapping her watch with a finger.
“I see you’re eager to get on with business,” Colonel
Crawford said, rejoining them.
“That we are, Colonel,” Kramer replied.
“Good. Then I guess my mission is over and yours
continues. Major Cummins, this bird is now in your hands.
There’s no need for me to stress the importance of looking
after these people and returning them, and the X3 intact.”
“Yessir.” Cummins snapped off a salute.
The colonel motioned for his security detachment to
clear the area for the aircraft’s departure as the major saw
to the seating of his passengers. A woman in uniform
sprinted up as Cummins took his seat and buckled in. She
quietly took the co-pilot position.
“Nice of you to join us, Captain Theya,” Cummins
said.
“Yessir, sorry sir.” She was short, barely five feet
seven, with a slightly husky voice and an unassuming
manner.
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Both pilots ran through their pre-flight procedure
then signaled Colonel Crawford they were ready. A couple
of guards moved the barrier aside and made sure the area
was clear before motioning to the pilots. The hangar
welled with a mechanical whine as the X3 came to life.
While Theya rolled the aircraft out onto the ramp,
Cummins radioed for clearance from the airport control
tower and within moments they were airborne.
Although the cabin of the X3 was surprisingly quiet,
Major Cummins asked that his passengers don the
headphones provided—all, that is, except Shadow who
occupied the two center seats and left each of the outer, or
window seats, for Kramer and Brandt. The arrangement
suited everyone.
As soon as they cleared Raleigh-Durham airspace, the
pilots set a course for South of The Border one hundred
miles to the SSW. It would be a twenty-minute flight at the
helicopter’s top speed.
“Your first time at the controls of this bird, major?”
Kramer’s voice buzzed over the comms.
“Yessir.”
Brandt and Kramer exchanged looks.
As if reading their minds, Cummins continued. “The
X3 may have a few extra tricks up its sleeve, but pretty
much it’s just a helicopter when you get down to it.”
Pretty much? Brandt mouthed.
Kramer shrugged. He’s the pilot.
They looked down at the hodge-podge of fields,
farmlands, forests, rivers, and wetlands slipping past
below, and the web of country lanes, roads, and highways-some with traffic, some empty.
A town appeared ahead.
“Coming up on Red Springs,” Theya reported. “SOB
five minutes out.”
Damn. This thing really can move.
“Darci here, calling the X3.” The Australian’s voice
caught everyone off guard.
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“X3 here. Major Cummins, pilot, speaking. I was
informed you might call, sir. I assume you want to talk to
Captain Kramer?”
“Affirmative.”
“Patching you through, sir.”
Kramer heard a click in his headphone and knew the
pilots had disconnected themselves from Darci’s call.
“Kramer here, Darci.”
“Well, what do think of the X3?” Darci asked.
“Helluva aircraft, mate—chews up the miles like the
wind.”
“Yeah. Considering who we’re chasing and whatever
timetable she’s working on, I thought you could do with
the fastest set of wheels—I mean wings—I could dig up.
Don’t you want to know how I came by it, mate?”
“Not especially—I’m a firm believer of plausible
deniability.” Kramer looked across at Brandt.
Darci laughed aloud. “Fair enough, mate, no worries
then.”
“Why is it that I sense this isn’t a social call?” Kramer
asked.
“You have a sharp ear, mate, I’ll give you that,” Darci
answered. “Just wanted to get pleasantries out of the way
before knuckling down to business.”
“Maria here, Kramer...Brandt. Yes, we have a new
development—happened about ten minutes ago. Local
police in Fairmont, North Carolina received a call from a
kid who turned up at a house just outside of town. The
woman living there had arranged for him to come mow
her lawns today. When he turned up he found her dead in
her kitchen.”
“And this concerns us how?” Brandt asked.
“The car belonging to the victim is missing and the
police found another parked out of sight behind the garage
at the house.”
“Let me guess,” Kramer said. “It belongs to Harper.”
“Spot on, mate,” Darci answered. “We’re tracking
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you on Maria’s computer here. Right now you’re about
five minutes from Fairmont.”
“Gotcha. We’re on our way.” Kramer leaned forward
and tapped Cummins on the shoulder and pointed at his
headphone. There was a click and Kramer quickly updated
the pilots on the latest news.
The X3 banked onto a new heading and went into a
long shallow dive to gain as much speed as possible.
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CHAPTER 32

“Deputy Assistant Director Halsted.”
Peter Halsted regarded the two men standing on his
stoop. They wore their secret service persona so well they
could be regarded as twins born of the Washington
system-–tailored black suits, dark sunglasses, adequate but
hard-wearing rubber-soled shoes, even the ubiquitous
earpiece with its coiled lead trailing into their coat collars.
“Can I help you?” Halsted asked casually.
It was Saturday, and a rare one at that, because he was
alone at home for once. His wife had taken their kids
across town to some kind of school event leaving him to
enjoy some time to himself. It had been ages since he had
the time to sit and read, something that gave him immense
pleasure, and there was a short stack of books beside his
favorite recliner awaiting his attention.
“May we come in?” They displayed their credentials,
and their question came across as more of an order.
Halsted stood aside and the men stepped past him
and walked straight into his study as if they were
completely familiar with the residence.
“Do you mind explaining to me what this is all
about?”
“Are there any other persons on the premises, Mr
Halsted?” one of the agents asked while his partner stood
gazing around the spacious study.
“No. My wife and kids are away at a school
function.” Halsted put both hands in his pockets. “So,
what is this all about?”
“Just a routine matter, sir,” the second agent replied
leveling his gaze on Halsted. “We’re following up on a
report of a possible security leak from within your
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department.”
Halsted looked shocked. “Wha—what? What do you
mean by a possible security leak? What exactly are we
talking about here, agents? Who made the report, and has
anyone actually been named or implicated?”
“Take it easy, Assistant Director,” the first agent said.
He glanced around. “Mind if we sit down? We have a few
questions for you, nothing major. As we explained we’re
conducting a routine enquiry at this stage. Can we all sit
down, please?”
“Sure, of course. I’m sorry. Make yourselves
comfortable. This is the first I’ve heard of this report.
You’ve caught me a little off guard.” The agents sat on a
two-seater couch. “I was about to get myself a beer. Can I
interest either of you in something? Water? I realize that
you can’t drink anything serious while on duty.”
“I’ll take some water. Thank you, sir,” the second
agent said.
As Halsted left for the kitchen both agents withdrew
notebooks from their jackets and settled into the couch.
“You sure I can’t get you both water?” Halsted called
from the kitchen.
“None for me, but thanks all the same,” the first
agent replied.
Halsted reappeared and held out a tall glass of water.
“Here you go, agent.”
The bullet struck the agent in the forehead, snapping
his head back. His body was slumping back when his
partner went for his weapon. The second bullet entered
just above his left eye.
Halsted stood stock still for a long moment watching
the bodies go slack and lean in on each other. His use of a
.22 pistol meant there was a mere trickling of blood from
each wound and next to no spattering, and no huge pools
of blood in back, because neither .22 had exited the skulls.
And the gun’s suppressor negated anyone outside hearing
the shots.
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He looked down at his hands curious to see there
were no signs of shaking. His breathing was faster than
normal but not by much—maybe a trifle shallower, but
nothing to worry about. A little stirring in his stomach that
was distracting and uncomfortable but no sensation of
impending nausea. Pulse was okay, considering he’d just
gone from a bureaucrat to holy warrior in the blink of an
eye. There was no panicking. He felt the hand of God on
him, guiding him. This was His will.
He certainly hadn’t expected any of this to happen
but that didn’t mean that he wasn’t prepared. There was
no wasting time in creating a false scenario to throw off
the police. This scene would be regarded as nothing but a
double homicide, and he would be the prime suspect.
First he went to his desk and sent a message to his
office computer then collected his backup drive and
laptop. Then he went upstairs to the main bedroom and
pulled a small pre-packed suitcase from the wardrobe and
placed the electronics inside.
Going from room to room, he passed through the
house double-checking everything, leaving nothing critical
that could jeopardize his plan should it fall into the hands
of the police and other agencies.
Yes, there will be quite a few agencies involved in this case. He
headed out to the garage. He backed out and closed the
garage door. Theirs was an extremely quiet street in the
very
exclusive
Woodland-Normanstone
Terrace
neighborhood. It had all the appearances of being in an
idyllic country setting, yet was only a short drive from
everything in Washington. Having the Vice President of
the United States and a former President listed among the
residents ensured a crime-free zone due to the heavy police
and secret service presence.
Halsted gave himself a generous ten minutes before
the alarms began ringing in someone’s office—even on
Saturday. It was a short two-mile drive to an address with
an unobtrusive lane providing rear access to the houses
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along the street. He pulled into a carport, retrieved his
luggage, locked his car, and dragged a paint-spattered
canvas sheet over it. A hundred feet further along the lane
he went through a gate and let himself into an ivy-covered
garage, tossed his suitcase into the backseat of a 1998 Ford
Mondeo, and moments later drove out of the nation’s
capitol.
He felt calm and totally at peace. Even if he were
arrested the authorities would take far too long to uncover
enough hard facts concerning him or his plan to galvanize
them into any timely action. He still had no clue as to the
reported ‘possible security leak’, and considered that even
if such a leak had occurred it might not have anything at all
to do with his operation in any case.
The message he had sent to his office computer was
coded to trigger a self-destruct device, and by now would
have destroyed any possible trace of his complicity. The
final act of removing himself from the area as quickly as
possible meant the focus of his hunters would be entirely
on him. His plan would go undiscovered, until it was much
too late to halt.
As for his family, he felt no remorse at leaving them
without so much as a parting word. They had been only
the means to this end. Had they been at home at the time
the Secret Service agents called he would have had no
choice but to deal with them in a similar fashion. If there
was an inkling of emotion for his family it only showed in
a fleeting thought that they were better off with the way
this day had turned out. They were mere innocent
bystanders.
“Oh Lord, protect me from them as You wish,”
Halsted prayed quietly as he joined the stream of weekend
traffic out of town.
*

*

*

*

*

*

In locations across America holy warriors huddled
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together with their drivers reviewing every detail of their
forthcoming attacks. All chose to drive by their targets
once more to ensure nothing of significance had changed,
or that the police presence was anything but normal. They
checked their weapons and checked them again. All the
while many excerpts from ‘the letter’ replayed in their
minds.
“Do not seem confused or show signs of nervous tension. Be
happy, optimistic, calm because you are heading for a deed that God
loves and will accept. It will be the day, God willing; you spend with
the women of paradise.
Smile in the face of hardship young man/For you are heading
toward eternal paradise
You must remember to make supplications wherever you go,
and anytime you do anything, and God is with his faithful servants,
He will protect them and make their tasks easier, and give them
success and control, and victory, and everything...
Then every one of you should prepare to carry out his role in a
way that would satisfy God. You should clench your teeth, as the
pious early generations did.”
Halsted’s plan called for the insulation of each team
from their counterparts. Therefore, no team had
knowledge of the whereabouts of the others, their
intended targets, nor each other’s timetable. It was a
simple precaution of ensuring the capture of a team or
team member would not compromise the others.
Satisfied they could do no more but wait, the Alif
Team decided to get some sleep then catch up on the latest
world and local news. They had less than forty-eight hours
to go.
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CHAPTER 33

Kramer didn’t appreciate the number of cops at the crime
scene nor the consternation and speculation among them
as the X3 appeared from the heavens and landed in the
field across the road. He ignored the stares and gesturing
as his team, dressed in tactical gear, leapt out. And hadn’t
they seen a huge tan dog wearing a Kevlar vest before?
Those posted to guard the driveway stepped forward
when Kramer, Brandt, and Shadow all jumped the field’s
rickety wooden fence and approached the parked police
vehicles.
“Hold it right thar, yer lot.” A cop held up his hand
and challenged the strangers with his thick Southern drawl.
“Where all y’all think yer goin’? This ‘ere place is closed to
tha public. If’n yer tha press—even more so.”
Kramer pulled out his gold badge and flashed it for
all the gathered cops to see. “Afternoon, officers. We’re
here on national security business. I suggest you save
yourselves a whole lot of grief and let us through.”
The cordon of police faltered then slowly parted and
Kramer, followed closely by Brandt and Shadow, sprinted
up the driveway toward the house they’d spotted from the
air. Their focus was the SUV behind the garage, not the
murder scene inside.
They found a detective and a couple of forensics
technicians poring over the vehicle. While Kramer
introduced himself and his team, and explained their
reason for being on scene, Brandt compared the vehicle
and tags with prints taken from the Fort Lauderdale
security camera footage. This was it—this was the SUV
Harper had been driving. She caught Kramer’s attention
and nodded.
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“Found anything interesting?” Brandt asked one of
the techs examining the floor area under the front seats.
“If you’re asking after the fingerprints that are
everywhere…then yes.”
The voice was female, and when the tech wormed
herself back out of the SUV, Brandt saw she was a pert
brunette close to her height, and wearing glasses that gave
her a decidedly academic look.
“Apart from those, this baby is pretty much clean.”
Brandt stood stoic, as the woman looked her up and down
noting the paramilitary outfit she wore then tilted her head.
“I haven’t seen you around here before, who are—”
“I’m with him,” Brandt indicated Kramer. “We’re
from Homeland Security,” she lied.
The brunette was suitably surprised and impressed,
and merely nodded. There were some occasions when it
was prudent not to ask too many questions.
“As I said, apart from the prints, we haven’t come
across anything else. The story could change once we get
the vehicle back to the lab where we can pull it apart.
You’re welcome to look for yourself, just put these on and
stay clear of the prints.” She handed Brandt a pair of blue
latex gloves she took from her field coat.
Brandt glanced at the dusted prints covering portions
of the SUV’s interior and exterior as she pulled on the
gloves. “Thanks, will do.” While Kramer was occupied
with the detective and a handful of cops, she set about
examining the SUV for herself.
“Well?” Kramer asked when he walked up a few
minutes later.
“The tech was right when she said this baby is
clean—except for the fingerprints everywhere. Harper sure
isn’t concerned about letting us know she’s in country.”
“She knew we’d be onto her sooner or later, so why
hide the fact. C’mon, we need to get back into the air.”
Kramer began walking back to the field and the waiting
helicopter. He could hear its engines running.
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“I take it we have a lead?”
“You bet,” Kramer said. “The cops know the victim
owned an early model Honda Civic and it’s missing,
presumed stolen by Harper. We have the tag numbers, and
the cops already have a BOLO out.”
“Great. Maybe they’ll flush her out for us,” Brandt
said. “Save us a lot of time.”
They reached the end of the drive and noticed a small
crowd of locals had gathered at the fence rubbernecking at
the peculiar-looking aircraft parked in one of their fields.
Kramer had Shadow forge a path through the press of
bodies until they were able to climb the fence and head
across to the X3. When he glanced back at the spectators,
Kramer saw virtually all of them had phones in their hands
and were busy snapping pics and videos.
He sighed as he climbed onboard after Shadow and
strapped in. What more would he expect from people
these days?
Both pilots looked over their shoulders. “Where to
now?” Cummins asked.
Kramer brought them both up to speed then directed
them to fly north until they encountered the I-95, then to
follow it.
“I don’t think we’re very far behind our target,”
Kramer said. “Our job will be made that much easier and
faster if the police BOLO scares her out into the open
where we can spot her. But this woman we’re after is
extremely smart, and she may not want to play our game.”
“Roger. Changing course. We should pick up the I-95
in five or six minutes,” Cummins said.
The gawking crowd quickly dropped away as the X3
shot forward.
*

*

*

*

*

*

Although eager to quit the vicinity of the murder
scene as quickly as possible, Harper fought the urge to put

168

Lex Talionis
her foot flat to the floor and stuck to the posted speed
limit. She had to admit, the United States did have a few
good points in its favor, one being that, for the most part,
its network of interstate highways did actually succeed in
moving traffic along at a fair pace—just as long as the
weather cooperated, that states actually used some of their
supposed infrastructure funds to maintain roads—and the
list went on.
All of which didn’t matter one iota to her right then,
as the stars continued to perfectly align for her, and she
was well clear of that pokey little town and her discarded
SUV. If her luck kept running true it might be another
twenty-four hours before anyone happened upon the body
in the cottage.
She glanced at the gas gauge. Damn. She should have
pulled off a few miles back to fill up instead of getting to
the stage of almost running on fumes. A quick check of
Google Maps showed she was approaching some kind of
major cloverleaf intersection. To the right lay the city of
Rocky Mount, yet to the left and about equidistant from
the highway, was a small town. Less than fifteen minutes
later she took the off-ramp to Nashville, North Carolina.
Luck still rode with her because less than two miles
after leaving the I-95 she spotted a sign for a gas station
and drove another mile before pulling in to fill up.
While standing at the pump she looked about, and
even though she knew the gas station was on the eastern
outskirts of the town what little of it she could see
impressed her a whole lot more than her last stop.
Although small, Nashville was by no means a hick town.
Finished at the pump, Harper strode to the station’s
convenience store for some bottled water and snacks.
There were a few customers about, and all seemed overly
interested in a broadcast coming from a TV screen
mounted high on one of the walls. She paid for her
purchases and wandered over to see what the fuss was all
about.
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“ . . . and police are withholding the name of the
victim until relatives are notified. Fairmont Police Chief
Summers, while reluctant to divulge specifics relating to
this vicious killing, did mention to this reporter that they
have impounded an SUV thought to belong to the killer
whose whereabouts are still unknown. Repeating this
breaking news . . . ”
Harper walked briskly to her car and left the station
before hearing any more of the broadcast. She drummed
her fingers on the wheel while she considered her next
course of action. Clearly she needed to rid herself of this
car—and quickly. Her eyes darted upward. She had the
distinct feeling that if she looked she would discover a
huge X or bull’s-eye painted on the roof of the car for the
entire world to see. She shook the paranoia from her mind
and concentrated harder on her predicament.
She was back on the highway before she realized it
and flowing north in traffic that appeared to be heavier
than when she stopped for gas. Movement in her side
mirror caught her eye. A highway patrol car worked its way
across two lanes into hers and fell in three cars back.
Another patrol car emerged from behind a semi-trailer a
quarter mile back and weaved its way forward until it came
abreast of the other police vehicle. Then she spotted yet
another patrol car parked about a half mile ahead.
Harper felt her pulse increase. A glance at the Google
Map confirmed her worst fear. There was no exit from the
highway for at least the next twenty miles. She was
trapped.
Suddenly her rear vision mirror lit up with red, white
and blue lights. She caught her breath as first one police
car then the other took to the middle lane and roared
toward her with sirens blaring and light bars flashing.
Traffic frantically cleared a path, and for a split second
Harper felt totally exposed, then she edged into the outside
lane behind an old beat-up VW camper-van.
The first patrol car came roaring alongside, seemed to
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pause for a split second, then shot forward. The second
followed suit, except that as it drew alongside Harper
swore the trooper glanced at her before he raced after the
other patrol car. Alarm bells went off inside Harper’s
mind. Her eyes darted to the rearview mirror searching for
any other police that might be lurking in the traffic trailing
behind. The fact she couldn’t see any did little to ease her
growing nervousness. She tried looking ahead for any signs
of an impending police roadblock but the damn VW
blocked her view. An SUV cruised by and blocked her
efforts to move into the middle lane.
Harper was now effectively hemmed in, and her
alarm bells grew so loud they threatened to explode her
skull. She began cursing herself for killing the woman and
stealing her car. It seemed logical at the time, but now she
was about to reap the rewards for her complacency.
The minutes ticked past until she was positive she’d
passed the spot where the parked patrol car had been. It
wasn’t there. Her alarm bells quieted but didn’t entirely go
away. She wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans and when
the opportunity arose eased into the middle lane. There
was no sign of the two police units that had overtaken her
in such a hurry.
She had narrowly escaped the law’s clutches for some
inexplicable reason; now the urgency for ridding herself of
the stolen car was even greater. Her chances of slipping by
the police a second time might not be so good. She
checked Google Maps to determine her next move,
conscious that time to her rendezvous was seeping away.

171

Lex Talionis

CHAPTER 34

Brandt turned away from her window and its lofty
panoramic view of the interstate highway, the lacework of
secondary roads covering the surrounding North Carolina
countryside.
“What did Darci have to report?” she asked.
“Not very much at all; at least nothing of major
importance concerning Harper, but Spirit is doing just
fine,” Kramer replied. Shadow lay with his head resting on
Kramer’s thigh, and the former Marine stroked it absently
as he gazed at the landscape below.
After years of service with the Corps he had come to
rely on his gut instinct for guidance in a lot of tight
situations. He couldn’t regard their current status in that
exact same light, but neither could he discount the familiar
sensation stirring within him. His instincts were somehow
aware their quarry was close by; the net they’d cast was
closing in around Harper.
“Oh, such as?”
Kramer turned to Brandt and blinked several times.
“Say again?”
“You said Darci didn’t have any actual news to report
on Harper, but you said it as if he did have something to
report. What?”
“Oh, something about word out of Mexico of a
major smuggling deal involving the Carli Cartel--one of the
biggest players south of the border.”
“Any specifics?” Brandt asked.
“Not really. But it’s to do with a huge shipment into
the United States—probably drugs or guns, or both—the
usual stuff. The DEA, FBI, and Homeland Security are
investigating, and Darci has Maria keeping a close eye on
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developments.”
“Well, at least we know one thing,” Brandt said.
“Oh, what’s that?” Kramer asked.
“It isn’t Harper being smuggled across the border.”
Brandt smiled and turned back to her window.
A squawk sounded in their headphones, followed by
the pilot’s voice.
“Just received word from the North Carolina State
Police. Two of their units report seeing an early model
Honda Civic heading north on I-95 out of Nashville. They
confirm the tags on the suspect vehicle match those of the
stolen vehicle we’re after. As requested, the units did not
intercept but have placed a call for unmarked backup. ”
Kramer’s gut tightened. “What’s the sit rep on those
units right now?”
“They’ve gone ahead and stationed themselves at
each of the exits that Harper might take,” Cummins, the
senior pilot, replied.
“We’re right over the I-95 now,” Kramer said. “How
far out are we from where they spotted the Honda?”
“A little over five minutes.”
“Get us there, major—asap.”
“Roger that, sir.”
Cummins eased the X3 into a shallow dive and the
aircraft increased speed, pressing its passengers back into
their seats.
*

*

*

*

*

*

Harper pulled over to the shoulder the moment she
detected a police cruiser sitting at the exit ahead. If she
took the off ramp she had no doubt the police would
pounce. If she bypassed the exit the cops could well give
chase and she knew there would be at least one or more
units waiting further ahead—she’d be really trapped. But
she didn’t understand why they hadn’t already grabbed her,
unless—
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“Are you having car trouble, ma’am?”
The face suddenly looming in her side window jarred
Harper.
“Sorry for startling you. I saw you parked off the
highway and wondered if you’re having any trouble. Are
you, ma’am?”
Harper stared at the young man leaning down to the
passenger side window. The John Lennon-style glasses lent
him an extra five to eight years he didn’t deserve, despite
his fresh innocence topped by a shock of wavy blonde
hair. Here’s a godsend.
“Uh...sorry, no, I’m not having any mechanical
problems—just new to this area and a trifle lost, that’s all.”
Her eyes darted to the police cruiser a quarter mile up the
highway.
“Maybe I can help then,” the young man offered,
resting his forearms on the window’s edge. “I live in the
area. Whereabouts are you headed?”
Harper caught a glimpse of his car parked behind
hers. “Uh… some place called Zebulon. At least that’s
what I think my sister’s invitation said. She’s getting
married tomorrow.”
“Zebulon you say?” He looked back down the
highway. “You missed the turn some twenty miles back.”
He turned and gestured at the navigation screen. “Do you
think you might have just punched in the wrong
information?”
“I must have. Twenty miles back?” Harper reached
for her shoulder bag lying on the front passenger seat and
began fishing around inside it. “The invitation is in here
somewhere.” She nodded at the empty seat. “I hate having
you stand out there while I search for the right address.
Why don’t you jump in? This shouldn’t take but a minute.”
The young man looked around and must have
decided their cars weren’t endangering the passing traffic
because he smiled and climbed into her car.
Even with the muzzle of her S&W 500 revolver
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pressed hard to the man’s side, the explosive shot pounded
her eardrums and rocked the car. Harper didn’t need to
check her victim. She’d just fired the most powerful gamehunting revolver at point blank range. No living creature
could survive such a hit.
Ears still ringing, she climbed out of the driver’s seat
and made her way around to the passenger side with her
bag slung over her shoulder. She had to look casual to
passing vehicles. Careful not to snag herself or her clothing
on the jagged hole made by the exiting bullet, Harper
opened the door and leaned the seat back making it appear
as if the man was sleeping. She even rested the head
against the pillar, the face tilted against the window after
relieving the body of all identification.
The keys to her new ride in hand, Harper climbed
behind the wheel of the late model Dodge convertible. It
took a few minutes to locate the control and close the
retracted roof. As she passed her former vehicle and
rejoined the northbound traffic she checked her
handiwork and smiled.
She swept past the unsuspecting cop as he climbed
from his car and glanced skyward. Harper thought she
heard the sound of a helicopter over the guttural roar of
her Charger but didn’t bother checking.
“There’s the first state trooper . . . parked beside that
exit down there.” Brandt pointed at the uniformed figure
waving up at the X3.
“And if I’m not mistaken,” Kramer said glumly,
“that’s our Honda back there parked on the shoulder. Why
do I have a feeling we’re too late?”
His suspicions were confirmed several minutes later
after Cummins landed the X3 in the median strip as close
to the stationary vehicle as possible. Kramer and Brandt
sprang from the aircraft and sprinted across the lanes of
oncoming traffic with Shadow at their heels only to find
the body of a young deceased male.
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“This is the car Harper was driving,” Brandt
announced after checking the license plates.
Kramer stood beside the vehicle looking at the body.
He’d seen more than his fair share of the dead during his
deployment to Afghanistan and recognized the signs of
this being a very recent killing.
He turned and scrutinized the highway stretching
north. “My gut is telling me we might have just missed
Harper. Unless we identify this poor guy and his vehicle as
quick as possible we stand the chance of losing her
forever.” Even as he spoke, Kramer could see the
trooper’s car roaring toward them down the median strip.
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CHAPTER 35

Halstead stopped at various grocery outlets as he passed
through the historic city of Winchester that lay an hour’s
drive west of the nation’s capitol. He needed provisions
for his cabin hideaway and didn’t want to draw undue
attention to himself by making his purchases at just one
store.
It took almost an hour to make his rounds, but finally
he was back on Route 50 driving west into the Alleghenies,
the locals’ name for the Allegheny Mountains and among
the loftiest part of the Appalachian Mountain range.
As he left the main road and took the 704 southwest
into a long slit of a valley carved into the range eons ago,
Halstead had to smile at the irony of what he had just
done. Here he was, the mastermind of a terrorist attack
that might well prove more devastating than 9/11, having
just provisioned himself at a city with historic ties not only
to America’s Revolutionary and Civil Wars and several
notable senators, congressmen—even the 2012
presidential candidate, Rick Santorum—but also to the
wife of the legendary Daniel Boone, no less.
After a little over twenty minutes negotiating a paved
road that snaked along the heavily treed valley, then a few
miles on a well maintained dirt road that led him over a
steep ridge and into a cleared flat area, Halstead drove into
the tree line at the north end of the clearing and pulled up
before his sanctuary.
The fake beard he’d adopted before fleeing home was
a component of the fictitious identity he established years
earlier among the scant number of locals living here. It
would provide them little hope of associating him with any
news releases that would soon flood the media.
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He carried his supplies into the cabin and moved
about, throwing curtains aside and windows wide open to
allow the mountain freshness into his hideout. It wasn’t
long before he sat before his computer with wine in hand
whistling softly as he logged into the system monitoring
his jihad teams.
His computer’s countdown clock showed thirty-six
hours. At ten locations around the country the
synchronized watches of the team members should show
the same.
*

*

*

*

*

*

Its close proximity to the nation’s capitol,
approximately seven miles south of downtown
Washington, D.C., meant the majority of Alexandria’s
populace consisted of professionals working in the federal
civil service, in the U.S. military, or for one of the many
private companies contracting to the federal government.
The boss man stood at the dingy office window
smirking at the frazzled commuters passing by. The
building he’d temporarily taken over occupied the corner
of a relatively quiet intersection. It had stood vacant like
that for several years.
He knew that the sudden activity at the building
would draw scant attention from anyone and he’d told his
new employer as much. Those who did glance at his men
in overalls and their vans assumed a new tenant was
preparing to move in—they couldn’t be further from the
truth.
He saw the nondescript van roll up to the building
and honk its horn twice. The boss man left the office and
crossed the workshop to one of the old roller doors. He
pulled on a dangling rusty chain and raised it. The van
drove inside and he lowered the door immediately behind
it.
“This is the last of it.” The driver climbed out and
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joined the boss man at the rear of the vehicle.
“Great. We’ve just about finished the paint job. We’re
right on schedule.” The boss man gestured at a far corner
of the building where they could see blurred figures
moving about behind an enclosure of thick plastic.
“Had any word from her yet?” the driver asked.
The boss shook his head as he tugged the van’s rear
door open. “Nope, nothing yet. Then again, I was told not
to expect one from her until three hours before our meet.”
He looked at his watch and shrugged. “At this point no
call is good news, I’m guessing. She said she’d only contact
us early if her plans suddenly looked like they were going
awry.”
“You hope.” The driver smiled slightly, and then he
frowned. “First of all, we don’t have a clue what her socalled plans involve. Second, I don’t know about you, but
these days, helping someone have a van painted like that is
too damn suspicious for my liking. The thought of this
place suddenly being surrounded by the cops or feds
makes me a little nervous. If her plans go all to hell, who’s
to say she could decide to simply skip out leaving us
holding the bag? I’ve never spoken to her, let alone met
her—have you?”
The boss didn’t answer but leaned into the van and
began pulling cardboard cartons out. Realizing an answer
wasn’t forthcoming, the driver helped stack the beer
carton size boxes on the cracked, grease and oil-spotted
concrete floor a few feet clear of the vehicle.
Twenty minutes later the two men wiped sweat from
their brows and studied the orderly pile. The sound of
spray guns came from behind the plastic curtain.
“And not knowing what’s inside these boxes is giving
me the heebie jeebies.” The driver held up his hands as the
boss made to respond. “I know, I know…I’ll shut up
now.”
“Anyone ever tell you that you worry too much?”
The driver merely shrugged and closed the van door.
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“As soon as I get paid I’m outta here. Just saying.”
“Yeah, well, your constant bitching is starting to get
on my nerves,” the boss growled. “Just saying.”
The boss man led the way into what used to be the
gas station’s office. He dropped into a battered seat while
his driver chose a broken-down sofa to watch the TV and
wait for the others to finish their paint job. The boss
glanced at the wall clock.
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CHAPTER 36

Harper checked the car’s digital clock and calculated there
were thirty-four hours left for ISIS to begin its attacks. Her
eyes switched to the map’s image. She reached out with
one hand and pinched the touchscreen until the image
included her destination. Barring any further mishaps or
delays, she estimated she had just a little less than four
hours to arrive for her meeting, so she needed to get to a
phone fairly soon.
She was surprised. What with her having to swap
vehicles a couple of times she thought she’d be way behind
her schedule–instead she was pretty much on time. She
smiled. Will wonders never cease?
Then she surprised herself even more by thinking of
Kramer for the first time since their run-in and her narrow
escape back in Belize.
That had been too close. If it hadn’t been for those damn
idiots on their bikes trying to make a snatch-and-grab run
on her briefcase Kramer wouldn’t have had the chance to
get that close in the first place.
The whole incident had proven extremely costly.
Losing the diamonds that were meant for the cartel must
have them royally pissed off at the moment. That got her
wondering about the Marine being in Belize. How in the
hell did he manage to track her from South Africa and
arrange to be right there at the same time?
She lost contact with his movements soon after
Valdiron had been killed. Circumstances after her lover’s
death made it necessary for Harper to go underground for
a while to avoid the intense search for her she knew would
follow. It meant she couldn’t have any of her contacts
keep tabs on Kramer for fear word might leak within the
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criminal community that she was seeking revenge. There
were too many two-faced bastards in her business who
might sell her out to the FBI.
Harper wasn’t even sure if Kramer was still in the
United States Marine Corps. The fact she had encountered
him in Belize suggested he might be retired from the
military. Whether he was on a one-man crusade to hunt
her down, or working for some organization or other to
the same end didn’t really matter now. It was a fait
accompli.
She shrugged. At first she had laid all blame for what
happened to Valdiron and Catalina at Kramer’s feet, but as
time passed her focus shifted to a far greater target. Her
thirst for revenge had grown so strong it required more
than Kramer’s death to quench it. Besides, as far as she
was concerned, Kramer was now dead and no longer a
pain in her ass. Now she was on the verge of fulfilling her
years of planning, and ISIS was merely an unwitting player
in her scheme.
A sign indicated an exit ahead and she slid the car
across the lanes in preparation to take it. She had a phone
call to make.
*

*

*

*

*

*

“What is it, luv?” Darci came into Maria’s office
having been summoned. He found her engrossed in her
array of computer screens and high tech equipment, most
of which he was only vaguely familiar with.
“A couple of things—neither of them good news, I’m
afraid.”
“Oh?” Darci pulled up another office chair and set it
beside his wife’s.
“First of all, Kramer and Brandt just reported in to
say they barely missed Harper,” Maria said.
“Bloody hell,” Darci swore, thumping his thigh with a
fist. “What happened?”
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“They’d just lifted off from that murder scene where
Harper had killed the woman and swapped vehicles when
they got a call from the North Carolina State Police saying
the stolen vehicle was spotted heading north on the I-95.”
Maria slipped her headphone off one ear and swiveled her
chair round to face Darci. “After the troopers confirmed
that it was, in fact, Harper at the wheel, they followed our
orders not to intercept, but went ahead and set up watch
points at highway exits.”
“So far so good,” Darci muttered. “ Where did things
go wrong? You started off saying this isn’t good news.”
“Well, according to Kramer, it looks like Harper may
have pulled onto the shoulder at some point—could be
she spotted a trooper’s car parked at an exit ahead of her.
Anyway, another driver must have thought she was in
some sort of trouble and stopped to give assistance.”
“So she killed him and drove off in his vehicle,”
Darci said angrily.
Maria looked at him surprised. “That’s what Kramer
reported. How did you know?”
“Because that’s what I would have done if I were
Harper.”
Maria nodded. “Well, the X3 put down in the median
strip next to the scene, and Kramer believes they missed
Harper by a few minutes. Right now the NCSP are trying
their best to identify the victim and his vehicle so they can
put out a BOLO for his car.”
Darci leaned back in his chair, put his hands behind
his head, and stared up at the ceiling. “You mentioned
some other news?”
“Yes.” Darci detected a strong note of concern in
Maria’s voice. “That business concerning the Carli Cartel.
I’ve picked up quite a lot of chatter between Homeland
Security, the FBI, and the DEA. They’re beginning to think
our fear that Harper has ties with ISIS might have merit
after all. They’re even consulting the CIA.”
Darci sat up, a deep frown on his face. “What’s
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happened to have them suddenly take us seriously for a
change?”
“Word coming in from their own resources on the
ground is suggesting the cartel’s supposed huge shipment
of drugs and/or guns across the border wasn’t that at all-it may have something to do with ISIS.”
They stared at each other for several minutes without
uttering a word. Both of their faces carried the same look
of fear. Something serious was going down.
“You’re thinking what I’m thinking, aren’t you?”
Maria nodded silently. Darci sprang out of his chair and
began pacing the office nervously. “This is something
we’ve feared for ages—that, for some diabolical reason,
the cartels might suddenly decide to buy into this whole
terrorist issue and begin using their networks to smuggle
teams of terrorists into America.”
He wheeled around.
“You’d better get word—” But Maria was already
back at her console warning Kramer and Brandt.
Twenty-five hundred miles and three time zones away
Kramer listened intently to Maria as she updated him on
the latest development. After she had rung off he turned
to find Brandt staring at him with a grim expression.
“Why do I feel Harper has something to do with
this?” Kramer asked softly.
“Because you’re like me when it comes to
coincidences—they just don’t happen.” Brandt’s voice had
a hard edge to it.
Kramer looked over to where troopers were directing
highway traffic while sheriffs and forensic people worked
the crime scene. His gaze shifted to the pilots standing by
the X3.
“Right from the start I thought this whole business
was something personal between you and Harper,” Brandt
said. Kramer turned back and scowled at her. “If what
Maria reported is true then it has turned into an issue way
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bigger than just the two of you—it now concerns everyone
in America.”
Kramer’s jaw tightened. He caught movement out of
the corner of his eye. A sheriff’s officer had a trooper hold
the traffic for him then he sprinted across the road toward
where they were standing.
“Good news, officer?” Kramer asked.
Despite his young age the man was slightly on the
heavy side, and a few seconds passed while he paused to
catch his breath.
“I…I think so, sir.” He took a deep breath. His eyes
widened at the sight of Shadow lying at Kramer’s feet.
“We believe we might have identified the shooting victim.
Give us a few minutes and we should be in a position to
confirm it.”
“Tell whoever is in charge over there that’s all you
have—a few minutes.”
The officer shot Kramer a quizzical look. “Yessir.”
Then he dashed back to his colleagues.
Kramer turned and whirled a hand above his head,
signaling the pilots to fire up the helicopter.

185

Lex Talionis

CHAPTER 37

Activity at the old corner gas station in Alexandria was
wrapping up when the phone call the boss man had been
expecting finally came. He hoisted himself to his feet.
“Wassup?” The dozing driver looked at him from
under deeply hooded eyes.
The boss pulled his cellphone from his pocket and
held it up. “It’s her,” he answered. He left the office,
glanced over at the corner of the garage where his painters
were wrapping up their spray-painting, then stepped out of
the old building to take the call.
“About fuckin’ time,” the van driver mumbled to
himself, and then returned his sleepy attention to the
sports program on the TV.
“Hello,” the boss spoke into his cellphone.
“I’m almost there. Is everything on schedule at your
end?” Harper asked.
“The paint guys are finishing up as we speak.”
“Good to hear. Pay them off when they’re done, then
you know what to do—stay there and watch the place until
my magician turns up to carry out the final touch.”
“Magician?”
“That’s just my name for him, don’t worry.”
“I don’t know anything about this guy, how will I
recognize him?”
“Oh, believe me, you’ll recognize him.” There was
the hint of a smile in Harper’s comment.
“Okay, if you say so, but I don’t like the idea of a
stranger turning up at this stage of the operation.”
“I’m not paying you a small fortune to like or dislike
any part of this. Just watch for him and do whatever he
tells you to do. Okay?” Harper snapped.
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“Uh . . . yes, ma’am,” the boss stammered.
“Good. I should be there in about three hours.”
Harper hung up.
The boss chewed on his bottom lip for a moment as
he stared blindly at the passing parade of workers. As he
turned to reenter the old garage he bumped into one of the
painters.
“I was told you were out here.” The painter wiped his
hands on a color-spattered cloth. “We’re finished. Want to
come see before we split?”
The boss approached the corner work area with the
painter in tow as the second painter bunched up the plastic
sheeting and stuffed it into a large industrial plastic garbage
bag. Both painters looked on as the boss walked around
the newly painted van.
“Looks fine to me,” he said. “You boys know your
stuff. The van can pass close inspection as far as I can see.
Gonna take long for the paint to dry? Someone’s coming
by to pick it up in about three hours or so.”
The head painter smiled at his partner then looked
back at the boss. “No worries there. We mixed in a special
drying agent to speed up the process. This here baby will
be touch-dry in an hour.”
The boss delved inside his jacket and pulled out a
thick envelope. He handed it to the head painter. “Here’s
your final payment. The client authorized me to include a
bonus at my discretion depending on the final inspection.
It’s in there too.” He gestured at the fat envelope.
“Why, thank you kindly,” the painter beamed. “If
ever you need our services again you know where to reach
me.”
“Yeah, sure thing. Just make sure you clean up real
good before you leave. I want no trace of your work left
lying around—like we agreed.”
“No worries there, either,” the head painter grinned.
He swept his hand around. “As you can see, we covered
the whole work area before we started—floor, walls,
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ceiling. We’ll have all this sheeting bundled up and bagged
so you won’t be able to tell we were ever here.”
“Great. Just get on with it. I’m expecting someone
else to swing by soon to finish up with the van, and I’d
prefer it if you two weren’t here.”
“You got it.” The paint team hustled to clean up and
clear out as quickly as possible while the boss walked back
into the office.
“I guess I may as well pay you off so that you don’t
have to hang around any longer than you have to,” he said
to the driver as he dropped a thick envelope into his lap.
“And by the way, thanks for your help with the boxes.”
The driver opened the envelope and riffled through
the bank notes. “No worries. I’ll be glad to get away from
this place before any cops arrive.” He rose out of his chair
and beat it out of the office.
No sooner had the boss dropped onto the brokendown sofa than he heard a truck start followed by a roller
door rattling open, then close after the truck’s departure.
Peace at last. He sighed. Seconds after closing his eyes
he heard someone knocking on the front door. He
dragged himself off the sofa, muttered, and cursed with
every step to the main entrance. The fuckin’ driver’s gone and
forgotten something, I bet. He unlocked the door and threw it
open.
“What in the hell have you—?”
The man standing before him certainly wasn’t the van
driver; in fact, he was the exact opposite in every way.
Where the driver was tall and thin as a rake, this guy
was medium height and built like that actor called The
Rock. But he didn’t wear a smile like The Rock. Beneath
his cap, the face was utterly expressionless, the eyes hazel
and dead. A thin pale line marked the track of a scar that
ran from the outside edge of the left eye, down the smooth
shaven face and heavily muscled neck where it disappeared
inside the collar of a black Tee. A bear paw-sized hand
gripped the strap of a small backpack slung over one
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shoulder.
“I’m guessing you’re the magician guy I was
warned—I mean, told to expect.”
The man merely narrowed those dead eyes. The boss
took that as his answer. He stepped aside and, once the
man brushed past, made a quick check outside before
closing and locking the door.
Without any guidance from him, the magician went
straight to the stack in the middle of the floor and
examined the contents of the top boxes. He pursed his
lips, satisfied with what he found, and motioned the boss
to help him load the newly painted van.
It took them forty minutes to pack the vehicle in a
specific manner, with the magician directing every step of
the process. Thirty-nine minutes without a word passing
between the two men. After the first minute the boss
quickly realize he need only work and not speak.
It might have been that he was over-tired, or still
riding the little meth he’d dropped early that morning, but
it wasn’t until the magician produced items from his
backpack and began attaching them to the contents of
some of the boxes that the boss realized he’d just helped
put a car bomb together. He turned to leave.
“Something wrong?”
The magician’s voice sounded so uncharacteristically
soft it stopped the boss dead in his tracks. There was no
mistaking the deadly menace in the simple question.
“Uh...no, nothing wrong—nothing at all. Why?”
The magician leaned against a weathered metal post,
his arms casually folded. He tilted his head slightly. “Just
wondering where you’re going, that’s all.”
“Oh, I...uh…I thought we were finished here.”
“Not quite.” The magician reached into the backpack
lying at his feet.
Sweat broke out along the boss’s hairline as he half
expected the magician to pull out a gun. It wouldn’t be the
first time for a guy to be paid off with a bullet between the
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eyes. He almost buckled at the knees when the magician’s
hand reappeared clasping a couple of envelopes.
“I was asked to pay you once I’d finished my work
here. Once I give you these, then we’re done.”
The boss managed to catch one of the envelopes
tossed at him but dropped the other. As he rose after
scooping the envelope off the floor, he frowned. The
envelopes looked familiar, except for the spatters of red
that smeared under his fingers.
“Hey, these look like the ones I gave the other—”
The bullet struck him squarely between the eyes.
The magician walked over, picked up the moneyfilled envelopes with one hand as he speed-dialed a
number on his cellphone with the other. His call was
answered on the second ring.
“It’s done,” he said quietly. “The van is ready for you
when you arrive…Yes, everyone has been paid in
full…Why thank you, Shelley, you don’t have to do that...
Yes, a little extra money is always welcome…Okay.
Thanks again for the job, and don’t worry, I’ll make the
bodies disappear like I always do. I’m not called the
magician for nothing.”
The call ended. He pocketed the money, collected his
backpack and prepared to work his magic.
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CHAPTER 38

Kramer paced back and forth, his cellphone clamped to
his ear. Occasionally he shot a frustrated look at the X3
and the base personnel buzzing around it while they
refueled and double-checked everything they could lay
their hands on.
Not long after leaving the site of the highway
shooting, Major Cummins had informed Kramer and
Brandt the X3 needed refueling. As it turned out, the
airport they’d originally flown out of was the closest.
“So here we are, mate,” Kramer uttered. “And I’ve
just been told we’ll be able to lift off in a few more
minutes.”
That’s great news,” acknowledged Darci on the other
end of the call. “Because of the NCSP’s help in identifying
the poor bastard Harper shot, Maria claims she’s got a hit
on the car Harper stole.”
Kramer stopped pacing and called Brandt over. He
asked Darci to repeat what he’d just said, and added that
Brandt was now listening in on the call. Darci did so then
continued to update his agents-in-field.
“Maria had her team of computer geeks, based in
Australia, log into the live traffic camera networks of
North Carolina and Virginia’s Department of Transport.
Their orders? To scan every camera feed along the I-95
from Nashville, North Carolina north for a hundred miles.
“She deduced that because Harper had stayed on that
highway since leaving Florida it was logical she would keep
to the I-95 after the shooting. A hundred-mile-long search
should more than cover the distance Harper had time to
travel since leaving the crime scene. And Maria’s thinking
had proven right.
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“One of her Aussie team members thought she
caught Harper’s car on a camera about ten miles south of a
place called Roanoke Rapids in North Carolina. The tech’s
supervisor immediately had a few others focus on that
section of highway and they spotted Harper leaving the I95 in that town and pulling into a gas station. Maria says it
looked as if Harper might have made a call from a pay
phone outside the station.”
“Then what?” Kramer asked.
“Harper joined the I-95 again and continued north.”
“Are you able to keep eyes on her?”
“Pretty much…if she sticks to the highway,” Darci
replied. “We can monitor cameras ahead of her and wait
for her to pass one—that way we can track her, hopefully
all the way to wherever her destination is. And if she leaves
the highway we should have eyes on that exit.
Unfortunately, there are no toll gates along there that
stretch of the I-95 for us to hack into.” Darci paused for a
moment as if to take a deep breath.
“I think we may finally have our hooks into the bitch,
Kramer.” Darci’s comment was filled with emotion.
“I certainly hope so,” Kramer added. “It’s about time
all Maria’s and your hard work paid off, mate.” Kramer
used the Aussie’s friendly idiom.
“Thanks for that, mate,” Darci replied softly.
“Listen, we need to end this. The X3 is refueled and
ready to go,” Kramer stated as he and Brandt sprinted for
the aircraft. Shadow was already aboard and waiting for
them. “Keep us updated on Harper.”
“No worries mate. You can count on us.”
Kramer buckled in then signaled the pilots to lift off.
He updated them on Harper’s stop-off at Roanoke Rapids
and after a quick check of their onboard map the pilots
informed Kramer that it was a fifteen-minute flight away.
The X3 shot northeast at top speed.
*

*

*

*
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Harper began to relax a little believing she had
thrown the police off her trail long enough for her to make
a clear run to her final destination. If she was able to
achieve that then she felt confident she would lose them
for good, or at least until she completed her plan—either
one would work.
There was still that part of her brain, however, that
cautioned against being cocky and overconfident, and it
exercised its influence every time a police vehicle came
into view or raced past her with sirens blaring causing her
to jump in her seat.
She crossed the state line into Virginia and paid scant
attention to the welcome sign featuring some kind of bird.
This venture back into America was never conceived to be
a sightseeing trip. She had no time for the scenery offered
her along the way–for the gentle rolling piedmont, the
wide variety of rural and major urban areas, or the heavily
forested areas north out of Richmond, the state capitol.
None of nature’s beauty touched her soul or heart.
As she left the metropolis of Richmond behind and
found the volume of traffic increasing the further she
drove north, it began to dawn on her that she might have
neglected to make sufficient allowances for prolonged
traffic delays when formulating her plan. She checked the
time and calculated she was still on schedule to collect her
van.
The morning closed in on midday, and the heat and
humidity rose with each hour. Harper was tempted to lay
the convertible’s roof down but elected to crank the air up
instead as the Dodge weaved through the thickening I-95
artery.
*

*

*

*

*

*

Debbie and Cori, eleven and twelve respectively, best
friends since kindergarten, were always inclined to
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mischief, much to the chagrin of both sets of parents—
especially the mothers. Today was proving no different.
Debbie decided to play hooky and convinced her older
friend to join her. They watched from behind a row of
thick bushes, waiting for their parents to leave for work.
Debbie’s mother worked as a receptionist for a law office,
Cori’s mother as a biller at a nearby hospital, while both
fathers worked for the same body shop near the airport.
As soon as the family cars disappeared down the
quiet suburban street Debbie left the hiding place and
dashed back into one of the homes with Cori close on her
heels. Debbie planned a day of binge watching the sci-fi
series Westworld that was on her parents’ prohibited list.
She’d overheard boys at school raving about it, and her
interest had been piqued.
While Cori readied the TV, Debbie rustled up drinks
and nibbles in the kitchen when a clacking noise caught
her attention. Something about it sounded metallic and
strangely familiar. It drew her out of the kitchen and into
the backyard.
She approached the back fence cautiously. She
cringed when Cori suddenly appeared at her side. “Shush.”
Debbie held a finger to her lips when her friend looked
about to ask what the heck was going on. Then she heard
the clacking again.
They reached the weathered panels and peered
through a couple of empty knotholes into the backyard of
the neighboring house. The girls’ eyes widened at the sight.
Neither girl recognized the young man. And though
they had seen images of his kind on the news, they had
never seen an Arab in person—especially one handling
some sort of automatic rifle. Clack, clack—the sound came
from him working the weapon.
Debbie jerked her face from the fence when a wildeyed man appeared at the backdoor looking exceptionally
angry and called the gunman into the house. She grabbed
Cori’s shoulder and hauled her back from the fence. They
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gawked at each other for several moments trying to digest
what they had just observed. Debbie raced her friend back
to the kitchen.
See something, say something—the mantra had been
drilled into them at school and on the TV. Debbie
snatched up her cellphone and punched 911 while Cori
stared fixated at the back fence.
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CHAPTER 39

The clock hanging on the cabin wall showed it was just
after noon. Just after nine in California, thought Halstead as
he prepared a sandwich in the small one-butt kitchen. He
carried his lunch and beer over to his workstation and sat
and studied the map on his computer.
His plan allowed for only one team out on the west
coast, the Thaal Team—the ninth team. He zoomed in on
their location using a live-feed version of Google Earth
and a block of suburban streets filled the screen.
Like the majority of Californian middle-income
neighborhoods, the streets were lined with average-sized
homes, all with lush green lawns front and back, some
with pools or the occasional Jacuzzi, all with several wellestablished trees. As far as the satellite image depicted,
everything was calm, cool, and collected in typical sunny
California style.
Halstead selected the ruler tool and dragged a straight
line from the team’s house to its target. According to
Google Earth it was 0.86 miles to the South Coast Plaza in
Costa Mesa as the crow flies. It would be the ninth target
to be attacked in the next thirty hours.
*

*

*

*

*

*

The headphone crackled in Kramer’s ear and Maria
came online. He could tell straight away something was up,
and when he glanced over the dozing Shadow at Brandt he
could see she was listening as well. Her dazzling eyes were
locked on him.
“What’s going on, Maria?” Kramer found himself
dreading her reply.
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“Our fears of the cartels working with ISIS may have
been verified.”
“What? How?” Kramer and Brandt asked together.
“A couple of girls playing hooky called 911 this
morning claiming to have seen two strangers in the house
in back of them.”
Darci’s urgent voice broke in. “According to the girls,
the two men were of the Arab persuasion…and one
reportedly had an automatic rifle of some kind.”
“When you add—” Kramer began.
“That’s exactly what we think,” Maria jumped in.
“Homeland Security and the FBI must believe there’s a
connection with the intel we passed along to them and
their own coming out of Mexico—now this 911 call.”
“Where?” Kramer asked.
“California—Costa Mesa to be exact,” Maria replied.
“And right in the heart of suburbia,” Darci added.
“Right now the area is crawling with cops, SWAT, and
counter terrorist units. They’ve evacuated the streets for a
mile around the suspect house.”
“I suppose it’s too early to know if there are any
other active cells,” Brandt wondered.
“Far too early,” Maria replied. “They’re not even
positive this is a terrorist cell to begin with.”
“I’m guessing they’ll discover that real soon,” Kramer
broke in.
“What about you…what’s your sitrep?” Darci asked.
Kramer peered down at the highway snaking below
and its shifting vehicular scales. “We’re coming up on
Fredericksburg. Traffic is building up. We’re banking on
your Aussie people to pinpoint Harper’s car as best they
can for us. Once we have eyes on we can stay on top of
her.”
“I’ll check in with them right now,” Maria responded.
“If I can set up a direct link for you it’ll save a lot of time.”
Three minutes later another woman’s voice sounded

197

Lex Talionis
in Kramer’s ear. She had the distinctive ‘Down Under’
accent. He leaned forward and tapped the pilots’
shoulders. When they glanced back and he gestured at his
headphone they indicated they were already listening.
Following directions fed to them from Australia,
Cummins and Theya piloted the X3 north along the I-95.
Five miles south of downtown Fredericksburg the arterial
began a long flat curve that bypassed the city center by
some two miles.
Federal aviation regulations permit helicopters to fly
at a minimum altitude of five hundred feet over congested
areas. However, everyone onboard the X3 felt more
comfortable maintaining a slightly higher altitude unless
something happened to necessitate dropping lower. Major
Cummins decided eight hundred was a suitable height for
two reasons--it reduced the chances of drawing attention
to them by the target and, with the use of the highpowered binoculars onboard, Kramer and Brandt should
have no trouble identifying the target’s license plates and
tracking the vehicle.
At a major cloverleaf intersection almost due west of
the city’s downtown they located the convertible.
*

*

*

*

*

*

According to the car’s maps system, her long drive
should end in fifty miles—about an hour, give or take any
traffic delays. After she picked up her contact along the
way.
Harper took a deep breath and let the air out in a long
tired sigh. She had no illusion the police were scouring the
region for her; that her decision to stick to the highway
heightened her chances of capture. Her plan, however, was
set to a prescribed timetable negotiated between herself
and ISIS. It limited her drive time once she set foot in
America. And for her plan to work, ISIS needed to be
successful if only in the beginning.
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She allowed herself the luxury of relaxing a little,
confident the motorists surrounding her formed a fluid
protective barrier for the remainder of her drive.

199

Lex Talionis

CHAPTER 40

It was totally uncharacteristic for him to lose his temper,
so when Halstead slammed his fist on the table he
surprised even himself.
Damn, damn, damn. He stormed round the main room
of the cabin then stopped and leaned heavily against the
front door. He had planned for every possible
contingency, yet something had fouled things up. He
glared at the TV on the other side of the room.
Breaking News. The bold red lettering ran across the
bottom of the screen filled with an aerial image showing a
horde of heavily-armed figures, all dressed in black,
disgorging from numerous armored vehicles, and racing
through a Californian residential area.
Even with the volume off, he’d watched so many
similar broadcasts he could imagine the excited voice of
the reporter trying to describe a hundred things at once.
He scrubbed his head roughly; his agitation needed release.
Eventually he pulled himself together and sat at his
computer. He’d wasted precious time venting his anger.
Once they had arrived at their prearranged location,
each team had access to TV. It was one aspect of his plan
that he hadn’t had any issue with—until now. His eyes
shifted to the TV overlooking his workstation. The black
figures were closing on Thaal team’s hideout.
The only means of contact he had with his teams was
via the burner cellphone each team member possessed
solely for that purpose. He texted the Thaal team,
reasoning they were most likely watching the same news
broadcast, and instructed them to destroy their burner
phones—really burn them.
He then added a personal message extolling them and
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finished with:
1. Make an oath to die and renew your intentions
2. Read al-Tawba and Anfal (traditional war
chapters from the Qur'an) and reflect on their
meanings and remember all of the things God
has promised for you, His martyrs.
Moments later he received a succinct text reply.
“Allahu Akbar.”
Halstead imagined his other teams sitting, glued to
their TVs, watching the possible glorification of their
comrades. He texted a slightly modified message, extolling
them as well, but warning them to be even more vigilant in
these last hours if they wanted to succeed in their mission.
He slumped back in his chair. He had no choice but
to believe in the fanaticism of his men—that it would be
strong enough to drive them to carrying out their missions.
But this new development created a dilemma for him.
According to his schedule there were still twenty-four
hours remaining before he signaled his other teams to
commence their attacks. Should he wait, or should he have
them strike now? Either way there would be a heightened
terrorist alert nationwide within the next few hours.
He began to pray quietly.
*

*

*

*

*

*

Twelve hundred miles away the Alif Team stared
grimly at the scene unfolding on the TV. As all soldiers
knew worldwide, no matter how well an operation is
planned, there is always the chance for the unexpected.
Invariably it meant something going wrong, something
that could jeopardize the mission. Rarely, if ever, could it
mean something advantageous for the mission.
The two terrorists sat with their two drivers. The four
men listened intently as the on-air journalist verbalized the
images being captured by various cameramen. The
journalist introduced retired law enforcement and military
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personalities, drawing on their years of experience to
explain to the viewers exactly what was playing out minute
by minute.
Throughout the live broadcast the leader of the Alif
Team stole an occasional glance at his cellphone. Both he
and his comrade had earlier received a message
commending their strength of faith, hailing them as heroes
and blessed warriors of Allah, priming them for their
mission.
He and his comrade had prepared themselves with
the ritual of cleansing and shaving all excess hair from
their bodies. Their weapons were ready. The men were
more than ready. This waiting was gnawing at their insides
and psyches. All they needed now was the GO text.
He frowned at his blank phone and clutched it tightly
so he would feel it vibrate with the incoming message. His
eyes welled up as he continued to watch the live broadcast.
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CHAPTER 41

To everyone’s surprise aboard the X3, Harper’s
convertible suddenly exited the main arterial, choosing
instead the exit that looped round onto the 610 into
Garrison Woods.
“What the hell?” exclaimed Kramer. “Here I was
expecting the bitch to go straight into D.C.” Suddenly
conscious of his angry outburst, he mumbled an apology.
Having his nemesis in sight, yet beyond his grasp, was
causing a torrent of emotion to flood his senses—almost
to breaking point. He quickly consulted his phone’s
Google Maps.
It showed the 610 winding through Garrison Woods
then heading off on a westerly course. He scratched his
chin while trying to make sense of this sudden change. He
couldn’t discern any notable point on the map. That is
unless Harper is meeting up with someone.
In the meantime, Major Cummins swung the X3 on
to a new course to maintain a visual on the convertible.
The vehicle passed through the town’s business center
then suddenly made a right onto 641 headed north into
suburbia.
Kramer happened to be seated on the starboard side
of the X3, and due to its altitude was able to see almost
half the length of the Potomac to the east as it snaked its
way to the Chesapeake Bay some seventy miles away. He
shifted in his seat and peered ahead between the pilots.
Laid out before him was an undulating sea of green—miles
of pine, oak, Cyprus, and ironwood interspersed with a
lake, reservoir, and a small number of cleared patches of
land.
“Isn’t that TBS ahead?” Kramer pointed at a large
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collection of various sized buildings regimentally laid out
and numerous vehicles.
“Yes, sir, that’s affirmative,” replied Captain Theya.
“What’s TBS?” asked Brandt, looking ahead over
Cummins’ shoulder.
“It’s The Basic School,” Kramer answered. “ Camp
Barrett, where Marine Corps officers are taught the
basics.”
“And what about that place over there? Those belong
to the Marine Corps, too?” Brandt gestured at another
building complex about five miles beyond Camp Barrett.
“No, that’s the FBI Academy,” Kramer said. “Nearly
all the wooded area you can see is called MCB Quantico,
that’s Marine Corps Base Quantico to civvies. The
installation covers a little over eighty-six square miles, and
is used primarily for training purposes. Some call it ‘the
Crossroads of the Marine Corps’.
“And they rent or lease some of the land to the FBI
for their academy?” asked Brandt.
“I guess you could say that,” chuckled Kramer. “In
actual fact, the Academy is the FBI’s principal research and
training facility. The DEA or Drug Enforcement
Administration also has its training facility there.”
“Captain Kramer.” Major Cummins, being active
military, was reluctant to forego addressing Kramer by his
former ranking with the Corps. “I have to request
clearance from MCB Quantico to proceed. The base will
have gone to lockdown the moment official word of the
suspected ISIS incident went out. If we just fly onto the
base we’re likely to be shot down with no questions
asked.”
“Do what you need to do, major. Make sure to stress
that we’re operating with the FBI and Homeland Security
surveilling a suspect vehicle, and it’s imperative we do not
lose contact with it.” Kramer paused a moment. “In fact,
give them a description of the convertible, and ask them to
detain it and the driver until we arrive.”
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“What in blazes is Harper doing here?” Brandt asked.
“Well, I don’t think she plans running amok gunning
people down,” Kramer said. “My best guess is she’s here
to meet up with someone who could be part of her end
game, whatever that may be.”
“We’ve received clearance from MCB Quantico and
I’m told they’ll watch for our suspect,” Cummins stated.
All eyes followed the convertible as it traveled along
the 641 toward The Basic School. A quarter mile short of
the base’s security checkpoint Harper turned off the main
road and entered a small housing development, past a few
houses, then into the driveway of a two-story colonial.
One of its two garages opened, and the convertible
disappeared inside and the door closed.
“It looks like you’re right, boss,” Brandt said. “About
Harper meeting someone.” She stared below for a few
moments at the neighborhood they were hovering above.
“Those reports we’re getting from California, what’s your
impression?”
“The Costa Mesa situation should provide us with
definitive proof whether or not we’re dealing with an
active ISIS cell or homegrown violent extremists. One way
or the other Darci or Maria will alert us to an NTAS,
National Terrorism Advisory System, bulletin the instant
it’s released.”
“I take it by your tone that your money is on ISIS.”
“It’s what my gut is telling me,” Kramer answered.
“And I’ve come to rely on my gut.”
“Captain, we have our own action going down,”
Cummins cut in. He directed everyone’s attention
earthward.
*

*

*

*

*

*

Soon after leaving the interstate Harper had received
a text from her sister, Diana, a Supervisory Special Agent
with the FBI’s National Security Branch, warning her she
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had a tail—a helicopter with people on board working
with the Bureau and DHS.
Instead of meeting at the FBI Academy as planned,
Diana suggested a private residence just short of the
security gate leading onto Camp Barrett.
A short time later Harper turned into a small
neighborhood, located the address, and turned into the
garage. Her sister was waiting inside and closed the door
behind the convertible.
Harper stopped alongside her sister’s Subaru and
climbed out of the Dodge convertible. The sisters hugged
and gave each other a quick look up and down.
“Geez sis, it’s been years since I last set eyes on you
in person. You haven’t changed.” Diana positively
beamed. “But right now we haven’t time for any chit chat.
Let’s get out of here.”
*

*

*

*

*

*

Kramer and Brandt shifted in their seats. The
convertible was reversing out of the garage. It backed out
into the street, rejoined the 641 and headed back toward
Garrison Woods. Cummins rotated the X3 and began
tracking the vehicle below.
With its observers in tow, it retraced its route through
Garrison Woods and minutes later took the ramp back
onto the I-95 and resumed its trip north.
A hint of suspicion tickled Kramer so he asked
Cummins to slip the X3 a little more to the driver’s side of
the convertible. He trained his binoculars on the open side
window and caught a glimpse of fiery red hair wafting
about in the car’s slipstream.
“Anything wrong?” Brandt had released her seat belt
to enable her to peer over Kramer’s shoulder.
He lowered the binoculars but kept his eyes fixed on
the convertible. “I just wanted to make sure—”
“That Harper hadn’t given us the slip again?”
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“Yep.”
“Well?”
“As far as I can tell, that’s her behind the wheel.”
Kramer traded places with Brandt, both having to
negotiate Shadow, who sat upright in the middle seat. On
Kramer’s order, Cummins then slid the X3 sideways to
provide a view of the passenger riding with Harper. Even
with his binoculars all he could confirm was the figure
looked like a female.
They tailed the convertible north along the interstate
for about five miles when, just at the outskirts of a place
called Triangle, and directly opposite the striking
architecture of the National Museum of the Marine Corps,
they observed a state patrol car drive up behind the
convertible and signal for it to pull over onto the shoulder.
“Looks to me as if the North Carolina State Police
put out a BOLO for Harper’s vehicle,” Brandt
commented.
“Considering we’re well into Virginia, it took the state
troopers here long enough to spot it.” The harshness of
Kramer’s tone startled everyone.
As all eyes watched the trooper leave his unit and
approach the convertible, Cummins informed Kramer and
Brandt he’d just received a relayed message from Camp
Barrett to say no one had as yet set eyes on the suspect
vehicle they had been asked to watch for. Cummins took
the liberty to update the Marines that the suspect had, in
fact, bypassed their base and was now on the I-95 several
miles north.
“Thanks for looking after that,” Kramer
acknowledged.
“Uh oh, we have a situation.” The co-pilot sounded
concerned.
As all aboard the X3 looked on, the trooper took a
step back from the convertible at the same time drawing
his sidearm. He tilted his head to his shoulder and they
knew he was calling for backup. The driver threw her door
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open and fired at the trooper who staggered back a step,
dropped to one knee, and returned fire. The passenger,
meanwhile, exited the convertible and edged toward the
wounded trooper.
Kramer leaned forward between the pilots and
pointed. “Take us down, take us down now.”
Both pilots nodded and the X3 began a nosedive.
The scene unfolding on the ground was one of terror
and chaos. The interstate consisted of eight traffic lanes-three southbound, three northbound, and two northbound
express lanes in the center separated either side from the
outside lanes by areas of open ground.
As the X3 plummeted from the sky, smoke
blossomed from vehicles in the two outside north lanes as
drivers jumped on their brakes. It took scant moments for
a chain reaction of accidents to happen.
Kramer shook his head, his expression grim. “When
will people ever learn?” he murmured. “Motorists on these
major highways travel too fast and follow too close and
never allow themselves enough room to react in an
emergency situation.”
He watched appalled as drivers in the express lanes
slowed to rubberneck at the sudden chaos, and then
became acutely aware of the shootout between the trooper
and the occupants of a convertible. He cringed when many
hit the accelerator to escape potential stray bullets only to
crash into those still stunned by the unbelievable events
occurring mere yards away. The interstate fast became a
scene of mayhem worthy of a Hollywood action film.
The X3 landed in the swale closest to the gunfight.
Kramer realized, to those staggering among the wrecks
littering the highway, the helicopter must look like a silvery
futuristic machine—something way out of context. He saw
many gasp as he and Brandt leapt from it, weapons in
hand, with a huge tan dog close behind.
Spouts of dust erupted around them as Kramer,
Brandt, and Shadow dashed across the narrow, shallow
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trough-like depression. Occasionally a bullet whined close
overhead.
“Umm, I think we’ve stirred the natives up.” Brandt
puffed as her legs pumped hard.
They reached the edge of the northbound lanes and
dropped to the ground. Across a sixty-foot expanse of
blacktop littered with debris from nearby crashed vehicles
they saw the trooper lying on his side, his back hard
against the left front tire of his unit. He was bleeding from
his left shoulder, a dark glistening patch marring his
sharply creased jacket.
“Our trooper looks a little worse for wear, but seems
to be holding his own.” Kramer’s admiration of the officer
was clear.
From their ground level viewpoint, Kramer and
Brandt could see the prone figure of Harper’s passenger.
The dark spot leaking blood above his right eye marked
him dead.
Distant sirens heralded the approach of first
responders and police backup.
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CHAPTER 42

Kramer heard Brandt edge away to his right. He caught
her using a wrecked car for cover as she crawled from their
position and made for a handful of dazed and terrified
motorists hunkered behind another wreck. Kramer turned
his attention back to the convertible. His eyes locked on
the redheaded driver. She was partially hidden in deep
shadows, but he knew she was staring back at him—two
hunters gauging the caliber of the other. He laid a hand
atop Shadow’s head.
“Steady, Marine.”
He felt the dog’s coiled tension through his fingers.
Kramer tried to ignore the fist clenching his guts. He held
his pistol with both hands and used the blacktop to help
steady his aim. Even in the car’s dim interior he could see
Harper hunkered behind the wheel through the partly
open door. He kept his eyes riveted to the shadowy figure.
“Shadow, left flank.”
At the command, Shadow instantly began crawling
off to Kramer’s left. Out of the corner of his eye, Kramer
could see the huge dog edging along the highway, keeping
below the level of the blacktop and out of sight of the
convertible. While Kramer provided cover, the command
he’d issued Shadow would have the dog approach Harper
on her blind side, and from there he could assist Kramer
when he chose to close in on the convertible.
“Harper, don’t you think it’s time to end all this?
Even you have to recognize the untenable position you’re
in right now,” Kramer called out. “Those sirens you hear
aren’t just EMTs or fire trucks to clean up all this mess
you’ve caused, they also include more state police coming
to backup their wounded buddy there. Needless to say,
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when they get here they’re going to be pissed at you.”
Shadow reached a point several yards away, and
paused a moment to glance back at Kramer. He received a
subtle signal from his partner and edged slowly up onto
the blacktop. He hesitated a split second then began
crawling toward the front of the convertible.
A flash lit up the interior of the car as a shot rang out.
Kramer flinched as the bullet ripped into the blacktop a
few inches from his face. Chunks of asphalt peppered him.
He rolled a couple of feet to his right.
Shadow heard the shot and saw the road explode
close to Kramer. He rose to his feet and, staying low,
scampered to the convertible where he lay down beneath
the Dodge’s long narrow grill. He waited for Kramer’s
signal to attack.
“I take it that means you intend to make this hard on
everyone, especially yourself.” No reply came from
Harper.
“Boss, we have company.” Brandt’s voice crackled in
Kramer’s earbud.
The air filled with whooping and warbling sirens, the
jaw-clenching screech of tires, and the unmistakable stench
of burnt rubber. The cavalry had arrived.
Kramer rolled onto his back and stared down
through his feet at ambulances and fire trucks pulling up
on express lanes on the far side of the ground he and his
team had crossed. Men and women leapt from their
emergency vehicles, glanced curiously at the X3 and then
began aiding the injured they could see, looking for others
among the numerous wrecked cars cluttering the highway.
He looked to his left and right and spotted highway
patrol and police units arriving on scene, quickly
establishing a wide cordon around the suspect’s vehicle
and their fellow officer still lying wounded beside his unit.
He then noticed the trooper acknowledge frantic calls on
his portable police radio with a feeble wave indicating that
he was still alive but fading fast.
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Kramer had lost the initiative. The cops had arrived
before he had the chance to collar Harper for himself.
Now that they were here and eager to rescue their downed
comrade, Kramer knew all too well the retribution they
wanted to exact on the shooter—namely, Harper.
His first thought was to make Brandt’s and his
presence known, that they were here representing the FBI
in the capture and apprehension of the suspect—that it
was a case for national security. The thought was fleeting.
There was nothing about Brandt and himself to verify
them as law enforcers, let alone as FBI affiliates—pseudo
or otherwise.
The supposed ISIS situation had law enforcement
officers across the nation so hyped up that even opening
his mouth might set off a trigger-happy cop. The tension
electrifying the scene was palpable. It would take only one
inadvertent shot to start a full barrage. Kramer and his
team had survived plenty of overseas action to date. He
wasn’t about to do anything stupid to have them killed by
friendly fire on home soil.
He whispered into his radio. “Brandt, place your
weapon on the ground and raise your hands real slow.” He
moved his head imperceptibly so he could see that his
partner had heard his order and was carrying it out. He
smiled as she did exactly as told. The girl certainly has a brain
in that cute head of hers.
Still lying on his back, Kramer took his pistol in one
hand, holding it between finger and thumb, and with
extreme care stretched his arm out and placed the weapon
on the ground away from him. He then raised both hands
in the air.
A shot punched a star in the convertible’s windshield.
Kramer gasped. The realization of what just happened felt
as if he’d been punched hard in the chest. He flipped onto
his stomach and stared wide-eyed across the blacktop at
the Dodge. Whether Harper had intentionally fired at the
police or him, Kramer couldn’t guess. The woman was
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hunkered behind the wheel staring back at him, her face
suffused with anger. She pointed her handgun at him and
opened her mouth as if to say something.
Then hell unleashed its fury.
“NO!” Kramer’s desperate cry was lost in the crash
of gunfire. “Shado—”
The roar of shotguns and banging of semi-automatic
handguns and rifles deafened everyone in the vicinity.
People unfamiliar with a full-on fusillade screamed their
lungs out and clamped their hands over their ears against
the infernal racket. An errant breeze wafted over the scene
dragging with it clouds of white smoke, and the
unmistakable pungent smell of gunpowder.
Even where he was lying, Kramer felt the skinslapping explosions, and gritted his teeth against the
torturous pounding on his eardrums. He knew from
experience that without protective earplugs he would be
hearing the eeeeeeEEEEEeeeeee ringing in his head for
hours, even days.
He stared grimly at the convertible being punctured
and destroyed by the ferocious hail of bullets. Windows
shattered into a cosmos of glassy stars, tires puffed air and
sagged and side mirrors disintegrated. The vehicle was
buffeted as bullets punched holes the entire length of the
body, some the size of a ring finger, others fist sized.
The gunfire seemed to last ages then suddenly an earringing silence settled over the highway. Gradually,
sobbing and children crying were discernible. Then the
cautious shuffle of dozens of tactical boots on the
blacktop seeped into the lifting stillness as law enforcers
approached.
Kramer jerked at the touch of something warm and
steely hard on his back. He glanced up and found himself
looking at the business end of a tactical shotgun. It
gestured for him to stand and he did so, slowly and
carefully, his fingers interlocked and clasped behind his
head.
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Through the growing crowd of tan and dark blue
uniforms he caught a glimpse of a limp body, the bloodied
upper torso hanging partway out of the driver’s door. A
long tanned arm dangled with fingertips brushing the
blacktop. A mane of long red hair concealed the woman’s
pulverized head.
*

*

*

*

*

*

A little over a hundred miles to the north, Halstead
looked at the confrontation between his Thaal team and
the California law enforcers playing out silently on his TV.
He had prayed fervently for an answer to his dilemma, and
had received what he believed to be Allah’s wish.
He reached out to his keyboard and punched in a
command. Within seconds each of his other nine soldier
teams received the GO signal. They were to launch their
attacks immediately.
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CHAPTER 43

“Where’s Shadow? Where’s my Marine buddy?” Kramer’s
voice was gravelly.
“Here, he’s here, Kramer.”
He craned his neck in search of his partner among
the crowd of state troopers and police officers. Brandt
shouldered her way through the ordered chaos and
emerged close by. Her cheeks glistened with tears. When
her eyes flicked away he swiveled his head and saw a large
group of uniforms standing about, every one with a
concerned face. A few shifted, boots scuffing the blacktop,
and a gap appeared in the crowd.
Several feet away a tan blob came into focus. Shadow.
As Kramer watched, Shadow limped forward. Kramer
took a knee and welcomed the huge dog with a powerful
hug that Shadow returned by licking Kramer’s face over
and over. Choked sobs rippled through the crowd.
“He’s one tough Marine, that’s all I can say.”
Kramer looked past Brandt. An EMT stood close by,
hands on hips, slowly shaking her head. The young hazel
eyes were filled with admiration for her patient. It wasn’t
‘til then Kramer became aware of the bandages wrapped
round his dog.
“I saw the whole thing happen and, except for a few
abrasions and contusions—and a possible cracked rib—
he’s okay, thanks to the armored vest he’s wearing. Looks
to me like it stopped more than one bullet. He’s gonna
hurt something awful for quite a while, but I’ve given your
friend here,” the young EMT indicated Brandt, “enough
painkillers to see him through. Make sure he takes it easy
for a spell.” She beamed a smile at Kramer, rubbed
Shadow’s head, and then left to join her fellow EMTs still
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attending dazed and injured motorists.
“Okay, people, let’s give these folks some room,” a
voice boomed. “Me and my men will take it from here.”
Immediately the group dispersed.
Gravel crunched beneath dozens of boots as state
troopers hurried off to lend aid to firemen and EMTs.
Moments later all that remained in the near vicinity of the
ravaged convertible were the X3, its crew, Kramer,
Shadow, Brandt, a dozen or so police officers, plainclothes
processing the crime scene, and their cluster of units
parked haphazardly. The wounded trooper had already
been transported off to hospital.
Kramer gazed about until his eyes came to rest on a
face that instantly called the singer/actor Burl Ives to
mind.
The man’s eyes fairly twinkled with shrewdness mixed
equally with effervescence. The quirky smile half hidden
behind a bushy mustache and the cocked eyebrow lent the
whole countenance a Santa Claus-ish look, sans beard.
“Glad to have you with us, Captain Kramer.” The
man enveloped Kramer’s hand in both his and shook it
gently. “Senior Detective O’Connor, Dumfries Police
Department.” He held up a hand as Kramer made to
speak. “I know you prefer just Kramer, but I go by the
adage ‘once a Marine, always a Marine,’ so you’ll just have
to forgive an old man his idiosyncrasy toward former
Marines.” He winked at Brandt. Kramer instantly liked the
man.
O’Connor rested a meaty hand on Kramer’s shoulder.
“Let’s step over here out of the way and let these people
do their job.” He guided Kramer and Brandt through the
cordoned off area and over to the X3 where the pilots
were anxiously waiting. Seeing their concerned
expressions, Kramer indicated he and Shadow were okay.
A small group of detectives tagged along.
They all waited patiently while Kramer and Brandt
accepted bottles of water from the pilots. There were
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smiles all around as Shadow slurped noisily at a bowl of
water an officer had brought over from his unit. Content
his buddy was looked after, Kramer turned to O’Connor.
“What the hell happened back there?” He gestured at
the Dodge and noticed a vehicle pull up—the words ‘City
of Dumfries Coroner’ clearly visible on its side.
“We lost it,” O’Connor admitted. The twinkle in his
eyes all but faded. “Before I could get a word in, the
suspect fired through the windshield at one of my units.
Everyone was already strung tighter than a bowstring,
seeing as how we were alerted to the suspect being
associated with terrorists ‘n’ all. I guess a young state
trooper just plain snapped and returned fire. The rest that
happened after I put down to a case of contagious
shooting.”
“What in blue blazes is contagious shooting?” Brandt
interjected. “If you don’t mind me asking, detective?”
O’Connor smiled sadly at her and shook his head. “I
don’t mind at all, young lady.” He looked around the semicircle of faces while he stroked his chin. It was evident he
was searching for the right words to convey his thoughts.
“First of all, to my knowledge there isn’t any scientific
evidence to date to support or prove the existence of
anything such as a contagious shooting dynamic. And
that’s despite it being commonly accepted in police jargon
and popular culture.
“It’s been observed in military and police personnel
here in the United States and regarded as a sociological
phenomenon. It basically refers to an incident when one
person firing on a target can induce others to begin
shooting. Quite often, when asked, the subsequent
shooters don’t know why they were firing. And who can
blame them considering what’s going on right now.”
Kramer nodded, but his mind was churning crazily.
He couldn’t forget the look in Harper’s eyes. It happened
quickly but the pure anger and hatred, the utter loathing,
had been so strong it struck him like a sharp stinging slap.
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“I’ve seen it for myself,” he said quietly. “During
boot camp, and even in Afghanistan, whenever it
happened it was always a case of men would shoot at their
target as soon as they heard others shoot. I put it down to
muscle memory. A target pops up and all the men shoot
together until a cease-fire command is given. A hard
reaction to train out of some guys.”
Gradually the import and tone of the detective’s last
words reached him and Kramer looked up into a semicircle of grim faces. A heaviness of agitated fear and anger
emanated from the group. Even Shadow sensed it. His
ears pricked and he drew closer to Kramer.
“There’s something else,” Kramer said.
“Someone has let loose the dogs of war.” Cummins’
eyes pierced Kramer to his core. “Word came through
from your boss, Darci, during the gunfight.”
“Fifteen minutes ago, major shopping plazas across
the country were attacked.” O’Connor’s voice rumbled
from deep within his barrel chest—like a dire message
from the grave. “The FBI and multiple other agencies have
confirmed the attacks are being carried out by ISIS.”
Kramer’s incredulous look shifted between his
partner and the detective. “You said ‘are being carried out
by ISIS,’ does that mean—”
The detective nodded solemnly. “Yes, I’m afraid so,
son. The attacks are still in progress.” O’Connor’s reply
couldn’t sound any bleaker.
“How many…” Kramer’s voice broke.
“Eight shopping plazas in total,” Cummins answered.
Kramer shook his head in disbelief. His mind reeled
from the news. “What? And casualties?”
“Kramer...the situation is still extremely fluid. Reports
are still flooding in from first responders—”
O’Connor cut in. “Hundreds—if not thousands.
Many are women and children.” His anger was palpable. A
murmur rose from the group, murderous. The lawmen
were frustrated—they wanted nothing right now but to be
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on scene; to have the opportunity—no matter how slight
or dangerous—to be part of putting the terrorists down.
They wanted to strike back—and hard.
Kramer felt it too—the call to arms. It was intrinsic
to his former career as a United States Marine; the need to
rush into the fight; to protect and save his fellow
countrymen. Battlefields, more often than not, happen in
someone else’s backyard, but 9/11 dispensed a new reality
to Americans. And since then so had the subsequent
numerous attacks wrought by ISIS around the globe. No
one, no country was immune to the terrorists’ diabolical
campaign.
He knew Shadow sensed the fierceness and anger, as
well. He felt his canine comrade nudge him, anticipating
his signal they were going off to another fight. He strongly
believed dogs had memories too. He thought Shadow’s
must be of a distant battlefield, of the sights and sounds
and smells, of death and the dying. Surely they must worry
him, but not enough to keep him from Kramer’s side.
All this Kramer could see in his fellow Marine’s eyes
as they stared up at him. “We have our own fight to finish,
Marine.” Kramer tousled the dog’s ears.
“Eight plazas?” This was directed at O’Connor.
The detective consulted his notebook. “The Galleria
in Houston, Mall of America, Jordan Landing Shopping
Center in Utah, Gravios Bluffs Plaza in Fenton, Missouri.”
He flipped the page over. “Scottsdale Fashion Square in
Arizona, Eastwood Mall in Ohio, Norman’s University
Town Center in Oklahoma, and Larkridge, Thornton,
Colorado.”
Silence. Kramer’s eyes narrowed in thought. He looked
up.
“None of those included California.”
“What?” A frown creased O’Connor’s brow.
“Yeah, you’re right,” commented Brandt.
“That incident in Costa Mesa,” Kramer said. “I might
be wrong, but I’m thinking that terrorist cell was
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discovered before they had a chance to hit their target
somewhere there—in Costa Mesa.”
“I got sent a report about that,” O’Connor
murmured. He cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t think you’re
wrong at all, son. I’ll bet my pension they constitute the
Californian team. I’ll also wager the feds have most likely
woken up to that fact by now.”
Kramer drew in his lower lip while his mind’s eye
focused somewhere deep. Thirty seconds passed, then a
minute, two minutes. When he refocused, everyone was
regarding him closely. He addressed Brandt well aware the
group listened in.
“The more I think about it, the more I’m convinced
Harper is, er, was involved in everything going down right
now. It all has her smell on it.” He held up a hand and
countered off the fingers with the other.
“One, she has motive to hit back at America. Two,
her criminal activities worldwide most certainly provided
her with more than enough means to bankroll a huge
operation. Three, we have eyes-on confirmation in South
Africa of her involvement with ISIS. Four, it’s far too
coincidental for these ISIS attacks to occur so soon after
Harper sets foot back in America after being absent for
years. And I don’t believe in coincidences. Five, the pieces
are beginning to fit together to make me feel that she
somehow orchestrated everything that’s happening across
the country to divert us from her own agenda.”
“That’s an awful lot to load onto the shoulders of just
one person—and a woman to boot, son,” O’Connor said.
“Believe me, detective,” Brandt spoke up. “Kramer
has reason enough to know Harper better than anyone. If
he believes she was capable of setting all this up with ISIS,
then I go along with him. I’ve personally seen her
handiwork and she’s one nasty bitch with a vengeful streak
a mile wide down her back.”
A call from across the road interrupted them. The
coroner stood waving and pointing at O’Connor.
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“Looks like I’m wanted over there.” The stout
detective turned back to Kramer and Brandt. “Walk with
me. Seeing as you’re both here and know the suspect so
well, you may as well identify the body.”
Leaving the two pilots to safeguard their precious
craft, the rest of the group made their way across the swale
and back through the police cordon and to where the
coroner and his assistant stood over a shape lying inside a
heavy black body bag.
“We’re done here,” the elderly coroner announced.
He peered at the group over the top of his glasses perched
precariously at the end of his nose. “Just wanted to let you
know before we wrap up and head back to the morgue
with our lady friend here.”
“Thanks, doc. But before you go, I’d like these two
folks to officially identify the deceased.”
“Certainly, by all means.” The coroner turned to his
assistant. “John, care to do the honors?”
The young man nodded and knelt by the body bag
and slowly drew the zipper down.
It was plain to everyone that the woman had once
been extremely attractive. Despite the heavy spattering of
blood and torn and peppered flesh, the flawless features
and beautiful classic lines were still discernible—barely.
The fiery red mane of hair, once full and flowing, was now
straw-like, thick and matted with blood and plastered over
half the woman’s face—or what was left of it.
Kramer and Brandt took a knee either side of the
body bag and looked closely at the ravaged face. Finally
Kramer reached out and, with some difficulty, managed to
move the hair aside. Seconds turned to minutes. After five
minutes Kramer closed the bag and he and Brandt stared
at each other.
“Well?” asked O’Connor. “It’s never a pleasant task
but—”
“It’s not Harper.”
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CHAPTER 44

It took quite a while for the truth to sink in, but gradually
Kramer and Brandt reluctantly admitted that somehow
Harper had lucked out and evaded them again. The former
Marine fought hard to quell the gorge boiling in his guts
and threatening to choke him. To those standing close by
he appeared outwardly calm, albeit a trifle tense, and
resigned to the fact that his quarry had eluded him and was
once again on the loose. Inside however, he seethed with
suppressed fury, ready to explode at any second.
He could tell from her eyes that Brandt shared some
of his frustration and anger. But something else hovered
behind her glacial blue gaze and for some inexplicable
reason he thought it might be deep disappointment. In me?
From his Marine K9 training, Kramer remembered
that animals are able to sense emotions emanating from
humans. He regarded Shadow and saw the uneasiness in
his posture and in his large golden brown eyes. He hugged
his furry friend tightly and wondered if Shadow might
have known from the start that the shooter hadn’t been
Harper. When are you going to learn to talk, ol’ friend?
O’Connor fingered his mustache and studied Kramer
and Brandt. Kramer knew the man was weighing up
everything he and Brandt had said about Harper. The
Marine had plenty of experience with law enforcers to
know the detective looked to have nearly a lifetime of
dealing with society’s scum and surviving it all mostly on
hunches, hard police work, and damn good luck. Right
now his instincts would be telling him Kramer’s
deductions were mighty close to fact.
“Okay, son. Believe me when I say I know how you
feel to discover the deceased isn’t who you hoped it to be.
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A whole lot of us here have been in that very same spot.
So I’m going along with the young lady here; that you
know this Harper woman better than anyone…better than
anyone alive, is my guessing. My officers and me will be
your hound dogs. If you can put us on the scent I
guarantee we’ll hunt down and tree that woman for you—
just so long as she’s still in our jurisdiction, that is. After
that she’s all yours to do with how you please.” O’Connor
turned and scanned his fellow detectives and officers and
turned back to Kramer.
“We—and I’m talking lawmen and military now—we
operate under a whole different moral code to the general
public. Our code falls way short for what we come face-toface with everyday in the streets or, for you, on the
frontline. For us the lines are blurred. Bad guys don’t walk
around carrying signs marking them.” He laid a heavy
hand on Kramer’s shoulder. Pushed his face close to the
Marine’s.
“I did my time in ‘Nam; saw way too many of my
buddies vanish in a bloody mist right beside me. I can see
in your eyes, captain, that you’ve seen it all, too. You know
where I’m coming from when I say that morality is
something wholly different in war. Well, we’re right this
minute at war with this ISIS bunch, which goes to show
that war isn’t always restricted to a battlefield somewhere
beyond the horizon. If this Harper is part of all this shit
happening at the moment as you say, then by hell she’s on
our shit list and we’ll do everything we can to help you
bring her down.”
Having said his piece, the detective fell to issuing
orders to his people after Kramer provided them with a
detailed description of the real Shelley Harper.
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CHAPTER 45

They were primed to go. The instant the signal came in,
the Alif Team sprang into action. The route to their target
proved easy going despite the hour. Parking their van was
always the unknown factor in their plan. They didn’t know
if they would be able to park close to their FFP, sniper
term for final firing position, or not on the day. It turned
out easier and more fortuitous than expected.
Dressed in nondescript work clothes, the driver and
co-driver, together with one of the ISIS soldiers, made
their way to the top of the building adjacent the northern
entrances of the complex. Unbeknown to the customers of
the businesses below, the three-man sniper team manned
their predetermined positions.
Their target covered 2.4 million square feet of retail
space with over four hundred stores and restaurants, a fullsize ice rink, two swimming pools, and much more. It was
the largest shopping mall in Texas and one of the largest in
the United States. Houston’s The Galleria was also the
perfect killing ground.
While his comrades readied themselves, the remaining
ISIS soldier passed through the teeming shoppers.
Disguised as a maintenance worker he was invisible to
those around him as he went one-by-one to each of the
west, south and east entrances. Nor was he paid any
attention when he stepped into a utility alcove on the
upper level. There he unpacked the large toolbox he
carried.
He checked his watch. Thirty seconds passed. Sixty.
Ninety seconds. Muffled explosions from the smoke
grenades he’d planted at the entrances echoed up to where
he waited patiently. Then chaos erupted throughout the
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mall.
He stepped from the alcove with Heckler and Koch’s
MP5N in hand and began firing into the mass of people as
they streamed past, terrified, in full panic mode.
The compact submachine gun, specifically developed
for the U.S. SEALs and rated by them as a superb option
for CQB, close quarter battle operations, was also perfect
for the terrorist. Over thirty people lay dead or dying
within the first few minutes.
The bursting grenades sent plumes of smoke
billowing into the main thoroughfares causing mass
hysteria that effectively closed three avenues of escape to
shoppers and herded them towards the northern access
points. The gunman moved patiently along his elevated
vantage point and aimed bursts of fire into the rear ranks
of milling people. As figures dropped around them, others
fled as fast as they could away from them; any who went
to their aid were summarily gunned down adding further
to the hysteria. In an agonizingly short period thousands of
people jammed into the northern part of the huge
complex. The gunman paused only long enough to reload.
The innocent fared no better outside. Avenues of
escape proved to be choke points to a killing field. Doors
burst open and shoppers tore from the mall directly into a
merciless hail of gunfire. The terrorists atop the building
adjacent to the northern exits raked the crowds relentlessly
with their automatic weapons. Bodies littered the
pavement and parking areas and began piling up in front
of the mall.
Occasionally there would be shots from the crush as
those in the crowd carrying concealed weapons returned
fire. The terrorists zeroed in on these few quickly cutting
them down and many of those around them.
Minutes dragged by before sirens joined the horrific
symphony of gunshots and heart-rending screams. The
moment first responders appeared on scene, one of the
terrorists immediately shifted his fire to them. The attack
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on Houston’s The Galleria very quickly became a war
zone.
Elsewhere across the country, similar scenes were
playing out at the other mall targets. The ISIS soldiers and
their homegrown supporters had come prepared to extend
the engagements for as long as possible. Their sole aim; to
make the body count as high as they could until they
themselves were killed.
The gunmen had been told millions worldwide would
be watching, in fascinated horror, as the atrocities
unfolded live on every media and social media platform
imaginable. No age group would be immune to the news
blasts from media networks scrambling to cover every
bloody second. The soldiers knew American censorship
had no chance of coping with social media posts and even
played second fiddle to the media’s orchestration that the
public had the right to know what was happening.
The ISIS soldiers reveled in the knowledge the day
was fast becoming one of unimaginable infamy for
Americans.
*

*

*

*

*

*

Nationwide, law enforcement departments and
agencies threw all their resources into the fray. When news
reached them of a ninth assault, this one on the King of
Prussia Plaza in Pennsylvania—a mere one hundred forty
miles away—Kramer and those around him felt even more
impelled to intensify their hunt for Shelley Harper.
Brandt recognized the frustration and guilt gnawing at
Kramer. She willed the operation to move faster, all the
while knowing each and every person involved was doing
his or her utmost in the search. And she had been around
Shadow long enough to know Kramer’s inner turmoil was
infecting the dog. Brandt saw it, but knew that anything
she might say in an effort to alleviate the pressure Kramer
was putting himself under could well exacerbate the
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situation.
She saw it in the tightness of Kramer’s eyes and
mouth, even the tone of his voice at times; the guilt he had
taken upon himself for allowing Harper to escape during
their encounter in Belize. The fact that the woman had
almost killed him was inconsequential to the former
Marine. The man was laboring under the weight of an
ever-increasing body count.
Brandt grew more concerned with every passing
moment that Kramer might succumb to his perverted
guilt. She said as much during an aside call to Darci and
Maria but apart from a few encouraging words there was
nothing else that they could do to help her dilemma. They
had their own hands full in monitoring the vast network of
traffic and security cameras between the scene of the
shootout and the nation’s capitol in the hope they might
detect Harper’s whereabouts. Brandt was left to her own
devices to stop Kramer from self-destructing.
Kramer assumed the manhunt fell under the
jurisdiction of the Alexandria Police Department when the
diligent work by O’Connor’s people in following up on
leads zeroed in on the two square miles of that part of the
city known as Old Town.
Bordered by the Capitol Beltway on the south side, by
Northeast Alexandria and Old Town North on the north
side, the Potomac River waterfront in the east, and Amtrak
and Metro railroads running the length of the western side,
the area was renowned for its beautifully-preserved historic
district. Cobblestone streets and red brick sidewalks
hummed with an energy that attracted everyone to some of
the best restaurants, arts, shopping, and historic attractions
located only minutes from Washington D.C.
At the operation center, Kramer listened as Senior
Detective Jayne Feather of the Alexandria Police
Department immediately sought the services of
Alexandria’s Water Police to cover the eastern shoreline.
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Soon the Potomac teemed with police launches scouring
for anyone attempting to escape via the waterway.
The detective also designated persons to oversee the
search operations in each sector utilizing SWAT, K9 and
air units, supported by patrol officers.
She solicited cooperation from the Amtrak and
Metrorail police departments to augment the city’s police
to cover the rail lines.
As everyone knuckled down to their tasks, Kramer
had to contend with the added emotional stress from the
incessant flood of images and reports from the mall
attacks. He knew the reports affected Brandt and
everyone, but assumed for himself the bulk of
responsibility for it all. Aghast, horrified and stunned at
first, he soon became incensed—wanted nothing but
revenge. When word began spreading of their suspect’s
ties with ISIS; that Harper may even have had a hand in
the mall arracks, Feather confessed to him she had never
seen her people so intense in their job.
Not one for sitting idly on the sidelines, Kramer
itched to be personally involved, to get into the thick of it.
He strode over to the large wall map of the city and
studied the Old Town sector. The fact that the police
headquarters was almost two miles from the search activity
didn’t improve his demeanor.
When he’d thanked Major Cummins and Captain
Theya for piloting the X3 for them and explained that it
seemed their services would no longer be needed, both
had replied they’d sooner stick around another twenty-four
hours just in case. Kramer couldn’t fault them for their
decision.
“I hate sitting here thumb wrestling with myself while
others are out there beating the bushes for Harper. There
must be something we can do, eh, boss?”
Kramer was so intent on the map he didn’t sense
Brandt’s approach. It made him feel angry with himself for
some strange reason he couldn’t fathom.
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“Say again?” he snapped.
Brandt let his abruptness slide. “Just saying I wish we
could be out there helping with the search. Sitting around
in offices doing nothing makes me edgy.”
“I was just thinking the exact same thing.”
“Fancy that.” The words were out before Brandt
knew it. Her shoulders hunched expecting an explosion.
When it didn’t come she braved a glance at Kramer.
He merely stood there looking at her with one eyebrow
cocked, thin lipped. They stood like that for several
moments, and then Kramer turned and scanned the room.
It buzzed with action--a hive on full production mode. He
caught Feather’s eye and the detective came over to join
them.
“What’s up, captain?” She held up a hand. “No,
don’t tell me, let me guess. This waiting around isn’t for
you. You both need to be out there involved in the search.
Right?” Kramer and Brandt nodded. “Can’t say I blame
you. If I had a choice, I’d be out there myself. But I drew
the short straw and have to be here coordinating
everything.”
The detective moved to the map, looked it over for a
moment, and jabbed a thick finger to point a few blocks
from the river. “It’s going to take my people a while to get
anywhere close to this area. Why don’t you two take your
dog and cover that for me? It’ll certainly help speed things
up having some extra boots on the ground.”
Shadow was curled up in a corner nearby, his eyes the
only part of him moving as he tracked the activity around
him. His ears pricked up at the mention of dog and he was
already up and waiting at the door raring to go.
Feather fished in her pocket, pulled out a set of keys
and tossed them to Kramer. “You can use my car. It’s the
only 2000 gray Chevy Cruze parked out back. Try not to
scratch it.”
Kramer and Brandt turned for the door and caught
themselves when they saw Shadow waiting for them. They
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both broke into broad smiles and Kramer shook his head
as they approached the door. He tousled Shadow’s ears.
“C’mon, Marine. We have a mission.”
They had no trouble locating Feather’s gray Chevy,
but Kramer was damned if he could find any area on the
older car that wasn’t scratched or marked in some way.
Minutes later they were pulling out of the police
compound with Kramer at the wheel.
“Earbuds,” he said. Kramer always insisted they be
worn whenever he and Brandt needed to be hands-free. A
simple tap activated the in-built microphone and negated
them having to fish around for their phones.
Shadow sat high in the rear gazing forward between
Kramer and Brandt as they headed toward Alexandria’s
Old Town.
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CHAPTER 46

Forty-some miles northwest of the feverish activity
sweeping through Alexandria’s historic district, a certain
log cabin reverberated with an occasional whoop of
jubilation.
As he went about packing his bags in preparation to
leave his secluded hideout, Halstead paused now and then
to catch the latest news coverage of each of the fire fights.
The results were surpassing his wildest dreams.
He took full credit for being the mastermind behind
the series of attacks, but that was as far as his involvement
went…oh, that and synchronizing the attacks, of course.
Apart from that, all else—reconnoitering the targets,
devising the detailed plans of attack, setting up lines of
fire—all that he left in the capable hands of his ISIS
soldiers. They had the experience. They were the
professionals.
They also accepted the fact their chances of surviving
their mission were extremely slim—virtually zero. The only
way Halstead could conceive of any actually coming out of
all this alive would be solely due to the fact they might be
too badly wounded to be able to commit suicide. If any
chose to wear suicide belts or vests Halstead was unaware
of it.
He closed his suitcase and looked about the cabin in
case he’d missed anything. Satisfied with his efforts, he
slipped his one-way air tickets into his jacket and locked
the front door behind him. The disguise he wore, the same
he’d had on when he arrived, would suffice until he
reached the Continent. Once there, the disguise would be
discarded for a new one to see him through to his final
destination. Libya.
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A trail of dust hugged the ground and followed him
as he drove away from the cabin. As the hideout
disappeared from view behind a dense line of tall, majestic
pines, Halstead glanced at his watch. In eight hours the
several incendiary bombs he’d placed about the structure
would explode and utterly destroy it and any evidence of
him having ever been there along with it.
*

*

*

*

*

*

Harper slowed as she approached the intersection
with the abandoned gas station occupying one corner. As
soon as traffic allowed, she drove the Subaru up to the
roller door and pulled a remote opener from her bag. At
the touch of a button, the door clanked and rattled
upward. The moment the car was inside, she pushed the
same button again and the door dropped slowly close.
Diana peered around the shabby interior, unable to
make out much due to the poor lighting. Harper strolled
across the room and flicked a switch.
Throughout their younger years the sisters always
maintained a friendly competitive rivalry. Diana was
considered the more levelheaded, and Harper’s rebellious
outlook on life and her decision to hook up with a known
crime boss had driven the point home. The girls’ foster
parents had summarily disowned Harper and instructed
Diana never to have any contact with her.
However, over the years, and with hundreds—
sometimes thousands—of miles separating them, Harper
always managed to stay in touch, to keep track of her
sibling’s life. Despite their differences, the two girls loved
each other dearly and supported each other’s life choices
although not always fully understanding the other’s
decisions at the time.
Harper acknowledged a certain amount of jealousy
when Diana qualified for and then graduated from
Princeton, but was totally surprised when she turned her
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focus on law enforcement and joined the FBI.
Nevertheless, she showed her support by showering Diana
with expensive gifts using money from her lover, Valdiron.
Despite being diametrically opposed, living either side of
the law, the sisters’ relationship grew stronger. On
occasion Diana even forewarned Harper of those FBI
investigations that might prove threatening to her and
Valdiron.
When the crime boss was killed, Diana was one of the
FBI agents on scene, and had immediately contacted her
sister. She had to contend herself with consoling Harper
long distance. It reinforced their bond. Once she had
formalized her plan for retribution, Harper shared some of
it with Diana. During their formative years both girls had
been instilled with the age-old belief of an eye for an eye,
and Diana saw her sister’s desire for revenge as being
totally justified. She agreed to help.
Harper emerged from the office carrying a couple of
large packages wrapped with brown paper. She tossed one
to her sister. “I know what you’re thinking sis, that this is
quite a dump, but neither of us will be staying long.” She
gestured to the van standing in a far corner. “The place has
served its purpose though and that is what we came for.
The sooner we can change clothes the sooner we can get
out of here.”
When they’d finished changing, Harper pulled out her
S&W 500 revolver and checked it.
“Geez, sis, you expecting to run into a herd of
elephants? Isn’t that a little over-kill for our plan—excuse
the pun?”
“There’s little likelihood of it being needed, but it’s
always wise to be prepared for anything, don’t you agree?”
Harper hefted her handgun and then holstered it.
Minutes later, a large black van emerged from the old
gas station and drove off down the street without so much
as a blink from the locals. On both sides of the vehicle,
emblazoned in large gold letters, was ‘FBI Bomb

233

Lex Talionis
Technicians’ while the cab and rear doors featured the
Federal Bureau of Investigation logo. The driver and
passenger both wore crisp black uniforms emblazoned
with the same words in bold yellow.
The gray Chevy glided through an intersection on its
way to where Kramer decided they’d begin their search of
this part of Old Town.
“I thought Feather told us the FBI had pulled all its
people out of the search because they were needed at the
mall attack in Pennsylvania,” Brandt said.
“That’s what the lady said. Why?” Kramer answered.
“As we passed through that last intersection I caught
sight of an FBI van down the street.”
“Oh? Where exactly?”
“Two blocks south of here. It looked to be heading
west—away from where we’re going.”
“Humph. Could be the last of the FBI units leaving.”
Kramer slowed the Chevy. “Two blocks from here, you
said? Let’s see if we can catch ‘em. No use wasting our
time going over the same ground they may have already
searched and cleared.” He executed a quick three-point
turn and followed Brandt’s directions to where she’d seen
the FBI van. They arrived at the cross streets in moments.
“There it is.”
Kramer leaned forward and peered past his partner
who pointed at a large black van cruising away to their
right along a heavily treed residential street. Kramer swung
their car around the corner after the van. The FBI logo
was clearly visible on the van’s rear doors.
Traffic stalled the van’s progress and the Chevy
closed to within a half block before the van turned another
corner. Kramer and his team arrived at the intersection
and spotted the van held up by a street sweeper
negotiating a row of randomly parked vehicles.
“Great. Now we have a chance of catching up with
the feds,” Kramer said.
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Harper noticed her sister fidgeting in her seat and
bobbing her head to check the side mirror. “Something
wrong, sis?”
“I’m not sure. It’s just that...” Diana peered closer at
the mirror.
“What?”
“There’s a car behind us.”
“So?” Harper thumped the wheel and yelled at the
city vehicle in front. “C’mon guys, let’s get that sweep
moving. We haven’t got all day.” She glanced across at
Diana who now looked distinctly worried. “Car? What
about the damn car?”
“I saw it trying to catch up with us back there. When
we made the last turn it did the same. Now it’s right
behind us. I could be wrong, but I think it might be
following us.”
“What? Where is it?” Harper checked her side mirror
but could only get a partial view of a gray car. “The gray
one right behind us?”
“Yes, that’s the one.”
“Okay, but I can only see the edge of it. Can’t see
who is inside. What about you?”
Diana squinted at her mirror. “I see a young woman.
Can’t make her features out too well. She’s wearing a ball
cap, looks to have blonde hair.
“What are they doing back there, just sitting?”
“Yes, that’s what it— Wait. The woman looks to be
talking to the driver.”
Harper’s eyes darted to her mirror in time to see the
other car’s door open and its driver step out. Her mouth
dropped open. She couldn’t believe her eyes.
“Kramer.”
Diana’s head snapped around. “What? Did I hear you
right? Kramer—the same guy who has been hunting you all
these years? The one with that hellish big dog? I thought
you said you killed the guy back in Belize?”
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“Yeah. The very same.”
“How on earth—”
Harper didn’t answer. She was too busy wrenching
the wheel sharply and accelerating the van past the street
sweeper.
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CHAPTER 47

Kramer stopped short. The FBI van’s sudden maneuver
caught him totally off-guard. For a split second he stood
staring at the agency’s golden logo as the van skirted the
city sweep and tore away down the road.
He spun round and leaped back behind the wheel of
the Chevy.
“What in the blue blazers was that all about?” Brandt
almost yelled.
“Damned if I know,” Kramer replied through gritted
teeth. “What say we find out.”
The Chevy squealed around the street sweeper,
leaving its driver gawking at them as they raced after the
government vehicle.
Thankfully the black van left a somewhat clear path in
its wake. Kramer deftly avoided the odd driver who drifted
back onto the road after the FBI had past. They were
jostled and bounced about inside the Chevy, but they were
steadily closing in on the van.
Kramer spied an intersection ahead. The traffic
signals turned amber then red. The van propped and
jinked round a car in front.
“WATCH OUT,” Brandt screamed.
She felt Shadow’s weight jam into her seat as Kramer
stamped on the brakes. The Chevy skittered to a stop
inches from the other car’s rear bumper. The FBI vehicle
swerved left, fishtailed through the intersection, and then
roared up the ramp onto the Capitol Beltway. For a split
second, at the start of the ramp, the driver twisted her
head to glare at the Chevy.
Kramer and Brandt gasped. They recognized the face
and brilliant red hair.
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Kramer rammed the gears into reverse. The Chevy
recoiled. A following car swerved to avoid a collision, the
driver pounding the horn angrily.
Brandt snatched up her smartphone and speed dialed
Feather informing her they’d just encountered Harper and
were pursuing her vehicle. She was giving its description
and direction when she had to break off.
“You can’t, Kramer, it’s—” Brandt exclaimed
horrified.
Cross-traffic had already begun moving but Kramer
forged ahead hell-bent. Brandt seized the dash with both
hands and squeezed her eyes shut expecting a crash at any
second. Nothing happened.
They all lurched side-to-side violently as the Chevy
zigzagged its way through astonished and terrified
motorists. Brandt ventured an eye open and saw they were
tearing up the ramp. A cacophony of blaring horns chased
after them. She looked in back and caught Shadow
struggling up from behind the front seats. He didn’t
appear any worse for wear from Kramer’s maniacal driving
so she twisted back around. The rear of a semi filled the
entire windshield.
Brandt squealed. When she opened her eyes the semi
was gone. She fought to keep her heart from choking her.
Suddenly she exploded and lashed out at Kramer.
“What the fucking hell are you trying to pull,
Kramer—kill the bloody lot of us? Is Harper worth that
much to you—to risk your life? And Shadow—what about
him, eh? After all the two of you have been through
together, do you want to throw your lives away just to
catch that damn bitch? Answer me, dammit.”
Kramer stared ahead stone-faced, resolute, his jaw
set. He weaved their car back and forth, from one lane to
another, but despite all his efforts the FBI van continued
to draw ahead. Ironically, motorists were making way for
the government vehicle.
“She can’t get away—not this time. Not again.”
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Kramer spoke so softly that Brandt couldn’t be
certain if he was talking to himself or responding to her
tirade. He dropped back to the legal speed limit and eased
in behind a towncar, straining to keep the van in sight.
“Listen, Kramer, I know how you feel.”
His head whipped around. “Do you? Do you really?”
It was almost a snarl. The intensity startled Brandt for a
second and she recoiled in her seat. Then her Aussie
character bristled.
“Okay, not exactly—but bloody damn close. You’re
not the only person ever to lose someone close, you know.
That’s something that you can’t claim all to yourself.”
Kramer refocused on the surrounding traffic and Brandt
paused to reel her emotions back in. When she felt more
composed she continued, her tone softer, tempered.
“I may not look the type, or old enough, but I put in
time with the SASR, Australia’s Special Air Services
Regiment.” Kramer shot her a look that Brandt had seen
more times than she dare count. “Yeah, me…in Special
Forces. As hard as it may seem I even put time in the
Sandbox.” That last earned her wide-open eyes from
Kramer.
“I had no clue. Those details weren’t included in your
packet that Darci gave me to read.”
“There’s a whole lot you don’t know about me, boss,
stuff I asked Darci and Maria not to share with you right
up front.” Brandt stared ahead at some point thousands of
miles and years distant.
They both fell quiet. A silence filled with stories and
experiences best left for survivors to share during those
dark hours when ghosts eavesdrop, whether invited or not.
Their reverie was shattered when their earbuds
jangled aloud with incoming calls. Kramer took his call
from Darci while Brandt took Feather’s.
The Aussie CEO was eager to update Kramer on the
latest developments concerning the nation-wide ISIS
attacks; that all cells or teams had been neutralized; that of
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the forty suspects involved thirty-two had been killed and
of the eight taken alive, two were seriously wounded and
six were in critical condition and not expected to survive.
“The bastards wore suicide belts and tried to blow
themselves up, along with anyone within fifty feet. The
blokes taken alive survived because their belts either didn’t
work at all or only partially. Needless to say then why
those six are critical. I pray the bastards live and suffer.”
When Kramer pressed his mate for details of
American casualties, Darci couldn’t provide him with a
definitive number other than it was in the low thousands
and expected to increase. Kramer then updated the Aussie
about their run in with Harper, vowing he and Brandt
would do whatever it took to bring her in alive—maybe.
Then he ended the call.
Feather, in the meantime, reported to Brandt that
Major Cummins had received clearance from his
commander to remain on scene until his and Captain
Theya’s services were no longer required.
The detective went on to confirm that should
Harper’s chase enter the District of Columbia then the
case would fall under the jurisdiction of the MPD, the
Metropolitan Police Department being the primary law
enforcement agency for Washington D.C. Anticipating this
would happen, Feather had already forewarned the MPD
and made them aware of Kramer and Brandt’s
involvement…and that they were driving her private
vehicle. Brandt smiled at the last and promised to keep
Feather in the loop. She ended the call by updating the
detective on the chase and thanking her for all her
department’s help in flushing out Harper.
As Kramer and Brandt swapped details of each of
their calls they noticed the FBI van change lanes and take
the exit leading to the Anacostia Freeway. In a few minutes
they would cross over into the District of Columbia. It was
now obvious to her pursuers Harper had her eyes set on
the nation’s capitol.
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CHAPTER 48

It was early afternoon when they crossed the state line.
Old Town, Alexandria lay a mile due east across the
Potomac and the parks, marinas, restaurants, historic and
contemporary buildings comprising its waterfront were
preparing to welcome the host of visitors and locals
looking to relax after a long day of sightseeing or office
work despite the horrendous events of the day
As they crossed over Oxon Bay, the air was still and
tinged with a pale pinkish gold with downtown
Washington D.C. an indistinct shape on the horizon
marked only by the upper heights of the Washington
Monument visible six miles to the north.
Traffic on the 295, the Anacostia Freeway, began to
slow. Neither Kramer nor Brandt was familiar with D.C.
afternoon traffic conditions so assumed it normal like so
many large metropolises. Speed was reduced further to
that of a power walker and some drivers began the
inevitable lane swapping in the hope of eking out an
additional car length or two.
The gray Chevy, by now, had dropped further behind;
the gap between it and the bogus FBI van taken up by a
couple dozen or so cars. Kramer sensed the tension
welling inside and did his darnedest to dampen it. The
muscles in his neck and shoulders tightened and the itch to
accelerate, to forge ahead despite the traffic, became
almost physically irritating. Sweat beaded his hairline. He
shifted constantly in his seat, and gradually leaned forward
until he was almost hunched over the wheel.
They had passed half of the four-mile-long stretch of
Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling, the consolidated military
installation of Naval Support Facility Anacostia (NSF) and
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Bolling Air Force Base (BAFB), when Harper made her
move.
The black van cut across to the outside shoulder.
Motorists slammed on brakes and yanked their vehicles
viciously left or right to avoid the antics of the driver in
front. The air resounded with crunching fenders and
busted lights forcing miles of following traffic to a
standstill.
Kramer swung hard left onto the narrower inside
shoulder and floored the accelerator. When vehicles
blocked his way he veered into the landscaped median
strip bursting through shrubs and trees. Minutes later he
reached the frontline of stalled traffic and shot across the
two lanes onto the outside shoulder
The Chevy howled as Kramer redlined the engine. It
tore past traffic crawling agonizingly forward. Kramer
snatched glimpses of people leaning out following the
strange pursuit with their smartphones. The van, being
larger, was having trouble keeping to the shoulder. It
lurched back and forth between the safety rail and vehicles.
“We’re coming up on a bloody cloverleaf,” Brandt
yelled over the roaring engine. She stared intently at her
phone, tracking their progress on Google Maps. “If
downtown D.C. is Harper’s target she has three bridges to
choose from to cross the Anacostia River.”
They were closing in on the van, now three hundred
feet ahead, and Kramer, hunched over the wheel, was too
focused to answer.
“The first bridge is the Frederick Douglass
Memorial,” Brandt continued. “A mile further on is the
11th Street Bridge, and the John Phillip Sousa another mile
past that.”
“The consensus here is she’ll take the first bridge.”
Darci’s voice buzzed through their earbuds.
“What? Darci, what—” His Aussie friend’s input
surprised Kramer.
“We’re doing our best to follow you guys on traffic
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cameras. By the way, mate, it’s gonna cost us a pretty
penny to pay for the damage you did to the median strip
back there.”
“Take it out of Harper’s hide,” Kramer growled. “So,
if you have hold of traffic cameras, what’s causing this
holdup or is this normal here?”
“Nope, not normal going into D.C. at this hour, mate.
It’s the MPD; they’re redirecting traffic away from the
White House. Looks like they’re creating a two mile no-go
zone around the President’s hangout.”
“That could prove awkward for us.” Kramer veered
around a stupid idiot who suddenly stepped out from
between two cars to video the car chase. He judged the
gap to the van was just over two hundred feet now.
“Whoa, that was close, mate.” Darci’s reaction
confirmed he was indeed watching the pursuit. “Keep
driving like that and we’ll have to up your public indemnity
coverage. And we’re working on the MPD issue, mate.
We’ve put a call through to its chief but it might take a
while to get hold of him. He has a lot on his plate right
now.”
“Roger that,” Kramer grunted, dodging another social
media nut. “Do what you can, Darci, but try to make it
fast. We don’t have any choice but to keep on Harper’s
tail.”
“Doing our best, mate. Oh, and I’m also trying to get
clearance to send the X3 in to support you but I’m not
holding my breath on that.”
“Brandt here, Darci. Gotta cut this jabber short. We
need to concentrate. It’s getting a bit dicey now.
Appreciate all you and Maria are doing. Shit…gotta go.”
“Catchyalatta.” Darci signed off.
“What’s our LOC, Charlie?” Kramer shouted.
“We’re coming up on that cloverleaf. It’s—hey, there
she goes.” Brandt pointed excitedly at the van. It cut in
front of a service truck. “Harper’s taking the off ramp.
She’s heading for the Suitland Parkway.”
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“Hold on everyone.”
Kramer shot down the shoulder. Other cars moved
across to take the same exit. Kramer chewed his lower lip
at the hair-raising screech of metal on concrete as he
rammed the gray Chevy between the line of cars and the
side barrier. Brandt cringed away from her door, as the
side mirror broke loose. She peered across the exit’s
sweeping turn at the black van and caught the woman
passenger gawking back at her.
Nine vehicles separated the Chevy from its quarry as
they swung round the single lane exit ramp. Kramer
hammered out a tattoo on the horn and startled drivers
swerved out of his way, plowing into the grassy verge
either side of the road. A chorus of blaring horns and
angry shouts chased after the Chevy as it joined the
parkway. There were only four cars between it and the van.
They passed under the freeway and Kramer bored
past the outside lane, past startled motorists, the Chevy
fishtailing on the grassy verge spraying clumps of muddy
sod everywhere. He fought the Chevy to straighten then
floored it. In moments he was alongside the bogus FBI
van. Drivers were mortified when the Chevy rammed into
the side of the black van.
Harper retaliated, wrenching the wheel hard right.
The van shoved against the side of Kramer’s car, ripping
his side mirror loose. It flipped over the Chevy’s roof into
some trees. Both vehicles diverged from the main stream
of traffic into an exit lane. Ahead lay a T intersection with
an elongated triangular island in its center. Onlookers
gaped at the two vehicles battling it out. None had ever
witnessed a private citizen taking on the FBI, let alone
trying to force a Bureau vehicle off the road. Smartphones
videoed the wild encounter and uploads went instantly
viral.
Kramer broke away from the van and managed to get
ahead of it. The Chevy bounced across the island, rocketed
into a lane that merged with the Suitland Parkway several
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yards further on. Kramer then slewed the Chevy sideways
effectively blocking Harper. So he thought.
Drivers and their passengers literally jumped in their
seats when a sudden blast of sound pounded the air. Even
Kramer and his team jumped at the nerve shattering noise.
Harper had activated her van’s air horn and Rumbler siren,
a revolutionary new intersection-clearing warning system
that uses low frequency tones that penetrate solid materials
allowing motorists and nearby pedestrians to actually feel
the sound waves.
In this instance it sounded and felt as if an ocean liner
had suddenly materialized on land and wanted desperately
back in the water.
The large open area of lawn bordering the parkway’s
inside lane sudden became a psychotic parking lot as
drivers frantically emptied three lanes of roadway to clear a
path for the FBI unit.
It roared past Kramer’s Chevy, the siren buffeting the
car and its occupants and causing Shadow to howl and
snarl in protest at the painful noise.
The wailing siren had galvanized drivers on the
Frederick Douglass Memorial Bridge to begin vacating the
outside lane so that when the van stormed up onto the
Anacostia River overpass Harper discovered the way ahead
already clear. She hunched grimly over the wheel and
redlined the van past Nationals Park.
Diana leaned precariously out the passenger door
peering through slitted eyes back at the bridge. “The
bastard’s still behind us. Quite a ways back, but coming
fast. Can you push this bucket any faster?” She had to
shout over the siren.
“I’ve got my foot through the floor as it is,” Harper
screamed back. Cars scurried out of her way as she tore
into the intersection with N Street. Cops directing traffic
leapt aside and waved her through. At the end of the block
where M Street crossed over her road, S Capitol Street, she
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spied an imposing roadblock of several police units sealing
off access to the cross street. They can hear us coming. There
was a sudden flurry of activity, men dashing to their units,
and a wide gap opened as if by magic in the roadblock.
“He’s half a block behind and closing. That Marine is
driving like a maniac.” Diana, her red hair windblown and
tousled, dodged back inside the van. She gripped the
handholds white knuckled. “One of these days—if we
should live that long—you’ll have to tell me what you and
Val did to piss Kramer off so much.”
“Okay, but right now hold your crotch ‘cause here we
go.”
There was barely space enough for the large van to
race through the roadblock. As it screamed under M
Street, Harper killed the siren and ventured a quick glance
in her side mirror. She grinned viciously as the police units
rolled forward to close the gap they’d created for her.
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CHAPTER 49

“Of all the— Hold on,” Kramer shouted. The Chevy
almost upended as he hit the brakes; its nose touched the
ground and its rear lifted high then slammed back to earth.
The stench of burnt rubber wafted into the evening air on
a plume of white smoke that gradually fell and enveloped
the intersection.
The car had barely stopped when Kramer leaped out
and stormed forward.
“STOP. Police. Hold it right there, mister—hands
away from your body and reach for the sky. On your
knees, mister, hands behind your head, fingers locked.
Stop right there or we open fire.”
The yelled commands came at him fast and furious
from every which way. Kramer stopped dead in his tracks
and dropped to his knees, his arms stretched out to the
sides. Through half closed eyes, he could see a couple of
dozen uniformed cops, all wild-eyed and aiming their
weapons at him. Red laser dots twitched and danced all
over him until they nestled on his chest.
“I need to speak to the officer in command. It’s a
matter of life or death,” he called out. “Charlie, stay inside
the car. Watch Shadow that he doesn’t try to get out. Try
to contact Darci.”
Brandt heard him and caught Shadow just as he tried
to squeeze through one of the back windows. She ordered
him to sit while she raised Darci on her radio earbuds. The
dog filled the whole car as he stood between the front
seats and peered through the windshield at Kramer. A
deep growl rumbled as his eyes scanned the weapons
trained on his best friend.
“Darci?”
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“We’re here Charlie. We saw what happened and
right now we’re waiting for the Chief of the MPD to come
online.”
“Can you speed things up any before one of these
eager beavers gets a real itchy trigger finger?”
“Try to hold on. We’re trying our best to— Wait one.
We have the Chief online. Give us a sec.”
Kramer felt as if the air had become hot and clammy,
and sweat broke out on his forehead and dribbled down to
his chin. He couldn’t swipe them away for fear of being
shot as soon as he moved. In the distance he could see
Harper’s van drawing further away as each second ticked
past. We almost had the bitch. He was well and truly ticked
off. C’mon, Darci.
There was movement among the cops. A beefy
uniformed figure stepped between a couple of units parked
nose to nose and walked a few steps forward then turned
back to the other cops. He gestured for them to lower
their weapons.
“Do it. That’s an order.” Kramer, as a former officer,
knew the senior cop needed to reinforce his silent
command when several of his men seemed reluctant to
obey. “And that comes from the Chief. If you have any
beef with that, take it up with him. And make a hole in the
roadblock for this vehicle—fast.” When the last handgun
disappeared back into its holster, the senior cop took his
hands off his hips and turned and faced Kramer.
“Sorry for that, sir. Oh, you can get to your feet.” the
man approached Kramer with hand outstretched.
“Sergeant Fullerton.” The men shook hands briefly. “It
appears the Chief already knew of you and your team,” he
peered past Kramer at Brandt staring at him with
smoldering fiery eyes. Something about those eyes caused
a shiver to trickle down his spine.
“Er, you’re clear to go, Captain Kramer. Sorry, but I
can’t spare any units to assist you in chasing down your
suspect. Right now the MPD has its hands full clearing—”
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He found himself talking to the Marine’s back.
Kramer jumped behind the wheel. The Chevy roared
to life and leaped past Fullerton. He sprang back, almost
falling over, as a huge hairy head pushed through an open
window and leveled a monstrous bark at him. As the car
sped off after the FBI van, Fullerton swore he heard
laughing.
With the police roadblock a quarter mile behind
them, Kramer and Brandt had the distinct sensation they’d
wandered onto a post-apocalyptic movie set. They’d lost
sight of Harper and her fake FBI van so Kramer cruised at
a brisk walking speed along S Capitol Street so that he and
Brandt could scan the streets either side.
As far as they could tell, Homeland Security and law
enforcement reaction to the ISIS attacks had virtually
emptied the nation’s capitol of all but essential movement.
The people they did see looked to be tardy office workers
scurrying to their cars or whatever other transport was
available in order to clear the city.
The no-go zone initiative was proving very effective
in deterring any traffic from entering the area, as the
roadblock had demonstrated, and the departure of the vast
majority of all other vehicles from within the zone left
streets eerily quiet and near deserted.
“This is so bloody weird.” Brandt sounded awed.
They caught occasional glimpses of emergency and
police units speeding through long city blocks. The
canyons of glass and brick and stone resounded with the
wail of their sirens and rippled with colors from their light
bars.
Kramer pulled over a couple of hundred yards from
where the multilane Southeast Freeway flowed above S
Capitol Street. He unconsciously drummed the wheel
softly; his face hard and eyes intent on an invisible point.
As seconds stretched into minutes, Brandt began to
fidget. She knew Kramer was deep in thought and nibbled
on her lower lip to keep herself quiet. She heard Shadow
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squirming in the back seat and jumped with surprise when
his huge paws flopped onto Kramer’s shoulders followed
by the dog’s large head. Kramer merely took a hand from
the wheel and kneaded Shadow’s thick neck.
“You keep saying that I know Harper better than
anyone.”
“Say again?”
Kramer didn’t move, but kept staring ahead. “You
keep telling everyone I know Harper better than anyone.”
“Well, yeah,” Brandt answered hesitantly, “that’s
because it’s the truth.” She twisted in her seat to regard
Kramer. “You’ve only just realized that?” Her brow
furrowed. “What brought that on?”
Instead of answering, Kramer produced his field iPad
and worked the keyboard. A moment later he held the
device so both could see the screen clearly. Shadow
removed his paws but continued looking over his friend’s
shoulder.
“This is where we are right now.” Kramer rested a
fingertip on the lower right corner. “So, what do you see?”
Brandt’s brows came together. She sucked in her
lower lip and scrutinized the digital image. It was a live
version of Google Earth’s view of the administrative heart
of the United States, stretching from Capitol Hill in the
east to the Potomac River to the west, and Logan Circle in
the north to the Navy Yard on the Anacostia River in the
south.
Her eyes flicked over the network of city blocks and
parklands, the long green stretch of the Mall, the
shimmering length of the Reflecting Pool, the crisscrossing
roadways radiating from the White House, the Capitol
Building and other notable points of interest.
“Pretty much the no-go zone the cops have set up?”
she said tentatively.
“Yep, pretty much,” Kramer agreed. “But what falls
within the zone?”
“Oh hell, that goes without saying, doesn’t it? All the
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major government buildings that are considered prime
targets of every terrorist organization on the planet.”
“Right. Including this one?” Kramer typed a location
into the Google Earth search window. A yellow placemark
pin popped up on the screen. Attached to it was the
location’s name.
Brandt’s eyes widened. Her mouth dropped open
then snapped shut and she slapped her forehead. “Of
course it would.” She turned to Kramer. “You don’t think
Harper is planning to—”
He nodded slowly and shrugged. The glint in his eyes
answered her unfinished question. Before she could add
anything, Kramer reached out to their wizards in
California. He posed his theory and a question to Darci
and Maria.
“It’s so bloody obvious, mate,” Darci exclaimed.
“Why we didn’t think of it before now is beyond me. Hang
on a sec. Maria has something for you. While you’re chin
wagging I’ll make some calls and give people the heads
up.”
“Kramer, Maria here. I looked into Harper’s
background years ago but never found anything of
substance. But we were working with different search
parameters back then. While Darci was chatting I followed
up on that question of yours.”
Kramer and Brandt picked up on the excitement in
Maria’s voice. “Sounds like you found something, Maria,”
Kramer said.
“You could say that, and I’ll never debunk your
hunches ever again. That little side trip and car switch
Harper pulled has a high probability of involving her
sister.”
Kramer and Brandt looked at each other stunned at
the unexpected news.
“Shelley Harper has a sister?” Kramer asked.
“Sure has, and that’s not all. Wait ‘til you hear this.”
Maria seemed to relish spoon-feeding her findings to her
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field agents.
“The sister’s name is Diana Strong…she’s a
Supervisory Special Agent with the FBI’s National Security
Branch.”
“What?” The news jolted everyone in the Chevy. All,
that is, except for Shadow, who was busy glaring at a
passerby attempting to give the car’s monstrous occupant
a wide berth.
“I thought that would shake you up,” Darci cut in.
“We haven’t time to go into any more details right now.
Suffice it to say, Strong’s position can give Harper access
to a boatload of targets. I just got off the phone with an
agent who works in the Immediate Office of the Director,
and she agrees with Kramer’s theory regarding the
potential target, taking into consideration your familiarity
with the suspect, and the Intel we’ve been able to put
together linking her with ISIS.”
“So?” Kramer was anxious to get back to the task of
hunting down Harper…and now her sister, as well.
“The agent had to point out the agency is strung
mighty thin at the moment trying to stay on top of the
ISIS situation. The shopping center attacks have been put
down but no one can say if there are any more in the
works. The terrorists taken alive aren’t talking. But she’ll
contact the Secret Service, Homeland Security and the
Metro Police immediately and pass along our Intel. I told
her of Harper’s phony FBI van but we all know it’ll be like
finding a specific needle in a pile of needles.”
“Okay then,” Kramer said. “Hopefully they’ll be able
to head off the sisters before they do anything serious.” He
went on to explain they had lost contact with the van and
when and where. “So Darci, any chance you can use traffic
cameras to get eyes on Harper again for us?”
“One step ahead of you mate. I was able to get
clearance for Major Cummins to fly the X3 into the no-go
zone. The crew has eyes on a half dozen FBI vans as we
speak. They’ve just left the I-395 and approaching the
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intersection with 7th Street SW.”
“Fan-bloody-tastic as you Aussies say,” shouted
Kramer. “We’re on our way.”
“Roger that. Maria will patch you in with the X3 crew
again. From this point on the show is in your hands. We’ll
keep eyes on and jump in if need be. Good luck, you
two… and please stay safe.”
Kramer had floored the Chevy and his team was
nearing the I-395 even as Darci signed off.
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CHAPTER 50

“That was too fuckin’ close, sis.” Diana checked the side
mirror again, saw no vehicle following, and sank back into
her seat. “Did you have any clue the feds might try
shutting down the city?” She noticed the smirk on
Harper’s face. “Oh, I see—very clever. All those years of
living and working alongside a major crime boss has made
you smarter than I ever gave you credit for.” The dark
scowl her sister leveled at her made Diana hold her hands
up. “Sorry…just joking. Really.”
Harper drove up onto the I-395 west and found
herself following a small group of FBI vans. Moments later
two more dropped in behind her. Her sister gave her a
worried look but held her tongue. In less than a half-mile
signs indicated the exit to Frontage Road and the entire
convoy took it. The line of vans arrived at the intersection
with 7th Street, waited for a couple of MPD units to pass
then turned onto 7Th and fell in behind the cops.
Diana began to sweat. “I know the old adage of
hiding right under the enemy’s nose, but isn’t this carrying
that a bit too far? I realize our radio is tuned into the feds’
frequency and we can hear everything going on between
their units, but riding along with them this close—even if
we heard we’d been spotted we couldn’t do a damn thing
about it. We’d be trapped.”
Harper heaved a sigh and turned a smile on her sister.
“Ever been told that you worry too much, Di? You always
did when we were kids and even after all these years you
haven’t changed.” She waved at the driver of the FBI van
driving alongside. “I know it’s hard to relax when I tell you
everything is under control but try… please?”
Diana replied with an anxious smile but did as she
254

Lex Talionis
was asked and settled back. But her hand slid to her pistol
and rested there—just in case.
The convoy continued up 7th making for the National
Mall. The majority of buildings they passed were home to
various government departments and agencies, all
currently guarded by heavily armed law enforcement
officers who scrutinized them as they drove by. Overhead,
the air hummed with military and police helicopters
enforcing the DC FRZ—Washington D.C. Metropolitan
Area Flight Restricted Zone.
An ambulance and accompanying police units sped
along Jefferson Drive, the arterial that bordered the
southern edge of the Mall, causing the FBI vans and their
police escorts to stop as the emergency vehicles tore
through the intersection with 7th. Harper took a cursory
glance around the immediate area, her eyes pausing on the
three story cylindrical building that stood in stark contrast
to the otherwise angular architecture of the city center.
Something in the sky glinted in the waning sunlight
and caught her attention for a split second. Then the
convoy began to roll again.
“We may have something.” Captain Theya’s voice
buzzed in her fellow pilot’s headset.
“Where?”
“At our two o’clock.” Theya pointed at movement on
the ground a half-mile away.
Major Cummins swiveled the X3 round for a better
view and squinted as the afternoon sun flashed across the
front of the silvery aircraft. It took a moment for his vision
to clear.
“Where did you say?”
“There—see those vehicles entering the Mall? Those
are police in the lead, but the others fit the description of
the fake FBI van we’re looking for.”
“Notify Kramer while I take us down for a closer
look,” Cummins said.
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The call from Theya caught Kramer as he hurtled
past the Frontage Road exit. Brandt and Shadow held on
for dear life as he threw the Chevy into a tight one-eighty,
roared back to the exit, executed a savage left-hand turn
and fishtailed down the ramp. The deserted streets echoed
with the teeth-clenching sound of squealing tires as the
Chevy whipped into 7th Street.
Kramer and Brandt leaned forward peering down the
half-mile canyon of stone and glass for any sign of the line
of black vans. Shadow shoved himself between the front
seats adding his keen vision to the hunt. His sudden bark
exploded inside the car making his companions cringe.
“Bloody hell, Shadow. Use your inside voice,” Brandt
complained, massaging her left ear.
“Shadow’s spotted them,” Kramer said.
“No shit.” Brandt shook her head in a vain attempt to
offset the ringing in her ears. She squinted. “Yeah, I can
see them. The two rear vans, at least.” A bright flash
startled her. “What the hell was that?”
“Sunlight off the X3,” Kramer answered. “Cummins
just dropped in front of the vehicles. My guess is he hopes
to flush out Harper and her van—if she’s part of that
group at all.”
“Well, it looks to me like he’s certainly stirred things
up all right.” Brandt pointed at the commotion ahead.
Kramer and his team were less than two hundred
yards from catching up with the file of vehicles as it began
to cross the Mall. He wasn’t sure that the X3 pilots
expected the reaction their maneuver created among the
police and FBI units. They scattered in all directions.
A police cruiser and two of the vans immediately left
the roadway and sped onto the large expanse of lawn.
They drove in a ragged line, three abreast, tearing a zigzag
course across the western half of the national parkland.
The area reverberated with the crack of gunshots as
passengers aboard the vehicles fired back at the unmarked
helicopter.
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The other police escort swerved off 7th and,
accompanied by a pair of black FBI vans, made a beeline
down the center of the park in the direction of the
Washington Monument. Gunfire erupted from them as
well.
The two remaining vans hesitated a fraction longer
then swerved around the X3 and raced north up the wide
avenue. One of the vans’ passengers got off a few shots as
it tore past the hovering aircraft.
Those guarding the government buildings
surrounding the park sprang into action. Many sprinted
across the boulevards while others jumped into black
government vehicles to give chase. The airwaves filled with
frantic calls and within minutes a horde of law
enforcement units converged on the National Mall.
Vigilant news media teams monitoring the police bands
picked up on the emergency and breached the no-go zone
to join the chaos.
The Chevy arrived at the fringe of the vast swath of
open ground and stopped. Kramer commanded Shadow to
stay as he and Brandt leaped from the car and stared in
amazement at the rabid scene unfolding along almost the
entire length and breadth of the Mall. It looked like a scene
straight from the pages of a movie script.
Adding to the frenzy were long dense swirling clouds
of dirty smoke that belched from the back of the black
FBI vans and hung like a heavy mantle that gradually
spread throughout the Mall obscuring the hunted from the
hunters. Countless flashes could be seen amid the smoke
as gunfire was exchanged. And above it all a veritable
swarm of helicopters zipped back and forth as law
enforcers and media fought to cover the action on the
ground.
Brandt stood shaking her head in dismay. “This is
nothing short of a bloody crazy mess. Now we’ve got
cops, FBI and who knows whom else taking shots at each
other. If they can’t tell the good guys from the bad, how
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the hell are we supposed to spot Harper? Take a look—as
far as I can tell, all those vans are identical to Harper’s.”
“Exactly. It’s all a ploy by her to throw us off.”
Kramer was studying the action with a critical eye
trying to decipher some sense from the chaos. A rush of
wind pummeled them as a police chopper swooped low
over 7th Street then disappeared as it swung east towards
the United States Capitol building. Smoke cleared in its
wake revealing the X3 grounded in the middle of the
broad avenue. It struck Kramer that something didn’t
appear quite right.
He broke into a run toward the futuristic-looking
craft. Brandt took after him and caught up in moments.
Together they reached the machine and dashed to either
side of the cockpit. As Kramer flung the forward door
open he noticed a couple of bullet holes in the window.
“Captain Theya has been shot,” croaked a voice.
Cummins was struggling to free his co-pilot from her flight
harness with his good hand; the other looked like a bloodcovered claw. Theya was unconscious and slumped slightly
forward in her seat.
“So have you, Major,” Kramer said. “Here, why don’t
you let Charlie do that? You sit back and take it easy.”
Brandt glanced across the cockpit at Kramer as he
checked Theya for a pulse. He nodded, but looked overly
concerned. He chucked his chin at her. “Go easy with the
Major. That hand of his has taken a beating…and there’s a
fracture in his helmet on this side—possibly from a
bullet.”
The chief pilot’s head rested on his chest and as
Brandt cautiously eased it upright she noticed a trickle of
blood coming from under his helmet. She undid the
chinstrap and lifted the helmet off, examining it as she did
so and found where a bullet had entered high up on the
side. Putting it to one side, Brandt leaned across Cummins’
body and checked for the wound. She located it and gave a
sigh of relief.
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“He lucked out. The helmet looks to have deflected
the bullet. All he has is a scalp wound. Nasty, but not
serious.” She felt his carotid. “Pulse is strong. He’s going
be okay but his hand is busted. What about her?”
“Weak pulse. She’s lost a lot of blood. The bullet hit
her in the side.” Kramer reached a hand around inside
Theya’s flight jacket. “No through and through. The
bullet’s still inside. We have to—”
He was interrupted by an EMT tech jumping from
his vehicle even as it pulled alongside the X3.
“I’ll take it from here, sir.” He edged Kramer aside
and took a quick look at Theya and then Cummins. He
called over his shoulder to his partner. “Hey, Randy, call in
another bus. This one needs to get to the OR stat. The
other pilot looks like he can hold on.”
The young EMT tech glanced at Brandt who smiled
back and nodded. “Superficial head wound.”
She and Kramer stepped clear of the scene, allowing
room for the medical techs to do their work on the
victims. Assured that their friends were in good hands, the
two turned to hurry back to the Chevy even as the siren of
another ambulance could be heard approaching.
“Hey, hold on. The pilot here has something he
wants to tell you,” the tech attending to Cummins called
after them.
Kramer and Brandt dashed back and helped with
easing the injured pilot from the cockpit and over to the
ambulance. They sat him down and looked on as his
damaged hand was worked on.
Cummins winced and his face closed with pain. His
eyes opened after a moment then he motioned Kramer
and Brandt closer.
“Harper and her sister escaped,” he rasped through
gritted teeth. “Theirs was one of the two vans that ran past
us and headed that way.” He pointed north with his chin.
“That’s fantastic, Major.” Kramer rested a hand on
the pilot’s shoulder. “You’ve just saved us a whole lot of
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time. Up till now we didn’t have a clue which one of the
vans was Harper’s.”
Cummins waved a hand dismissively. “This cluster
fuck—excuse my French—looks to be nothing but a
diversion so she could get away and get on with her
mission—whatever that is.”
“The bitch is always a step ahead of us,” snarled
Brandt. “It’s as if she half expected to be intercepted on
the way to her target.”
“Well, this time her luck is about to run out.” Kramer
looked skyward as a flight of Blackhawks passed overhead.
“In fact, those guys could have something to do with
Darci making some calls and giving certain people the
heads up. This time we could be ahead of Harper for a
change.”
“How’s that?” Cummins asked.
“Everyone now agrees with my theory that her target
is the J. Edgar Hoover Building.”
“FBI headquarters?” Cummins burst out.
His exclamation caused the EMT tech to look up.
“That’s only three blocks from here,” the young man
gasped.
Kramer’s expression hardened. “Then we’d best get
moving.” He squeezed Cummins’ shoulder. “Thanks for
all your assistance, Major, it’s been invaluable. And as soon
as the dust settles we’ll be checking in on you and Captain
Theya. I know from experience that you flyboys are damn
tough, so just hang in there.”
Another ambulance screeched to a stop and its crew
ran straight for the X3. The man attending to Cummins’
injuries finished up and his eyes darted to his partner and
the new arrivals.
“The Major is going to be fine,” he said. “As for the
other pilot, I promise we’ll do everything in our power to
see that she gets the best treatment. Excuse me, gotta
run.” He left the others and dashed for the X3.
“You two get going.” Cummins got to his feet and
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grimaced. “Go . . . I’ll be just fine. Besides, I need to ride
along with Theya, so I’ll be outta here any second myself.”
“Take care, Major. We’ll catch up with you later,”
Brandt said. She and Kramer left at a run as Cummins
strode towards his damaged aircraft and wounded
crewman.
The instant they regained the Chevy, Kramer gunned
the car and took off down 7th. At the same time he
contacted Darci and Maria and brought them up to speed.
Meanwhile, Brandt worked at calming Shadow down. She
knew all too well that war dogs could suffer from PTSD
like any soldier and because he could sense blood and
violence in the night air he was very likely wrestling with
his own demons from Afghanistan as well as his and
Kramer’s past operations with the FBI.
The central area of the park was mostly clear of
smoke, an evening breeze having sprung up and wafted the
dirty clouds off among the city blocks. The running battles
on the Mall had drifted to its far ends and sounded
strangely muted. The smoke enveloping the gun fighting
soaked up the last rays of the setting sun and turned a
sickly oily yellow.
As he signed off from his colleagues in California,
Kramer could barely make out in the growing gloom a
number of black vehicles tearing across the Mall. FBI agents
racing to defend their headquarters.
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CHAPTER 51

Brandt looked questioningly at Kramer when he slowed
and then brought the car to a stop at the corner of 7th and
Pennsylvania. She leaned forward and followed his gaze. A
block away to their left stood the imposing structure that
stoically bore the name of J. Edgar Hoover, the first
Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.
On any given night, light from the streetlamps bathed
the building and its exceptionally wide sidewalk with a
sodium white glow. They beautified a building now
suffering from deterioration due to deferred maintenance
and mediocre design.
But this night was no ordinary night. The
headquarters of the FBI looked more a formidable fortress
than an office building in its decline. It was prepared to
defend itself against the first physical threat to it in its long
controversial history.
Their eyes narrowed at the intense glare from a
hundred floodlights that whitewashed the entire vicinity
encompassing the Bureau’s home base. Added to the
artificial daylight were a dozen or more spotlights that
probed distant shadows with their blinding beams while
scores of silhouettes and ghostly figures, all heavily armed
and alert, moved purposefully among vehicular shapes.
Crowning the feverish scene were eight stories of windows
aglow with a bronze-colored tint behind which Kramer
and Brandt assumed was a hive of activity.
“Darci’s call sure lit a fire under the feds,” Brandt
observed. “I can’t see any from here, but I’m betting that
the roof is crawling with snipers. And all this for just two
women.”
“Don’t forget Harper is very resourceful. If she had a
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hand in setting up those ISIS attacks as we suspect, then
she’s capable of just about anything. What really concerns
me is if we regard her whole vendetta operation as an
iceberg, for sake of argument, then the ISIS element might
be just the tip—all we can see at the moment.”
“Shit,” Brandt exclaimed. “If your analogy is only half
right that means she still has about eighty percent still
remaining of her plan to activate. And you’re thinking that
the Hoover Building is her main target?”
“Yep. I’ll bet my pension on it.” Kramer’s words
carried a dire tone.
“What’s our next move then, boss? I can’t see for the
life of me what we can possibly add to what the feds
already have in place there.”
Moments passed before Kramer spoke. He was intent
on the activity unfolding up the street. “Okay. We know
from what Cummins told us back at the Mall that two
bogus FBI vans got past him and headed in this direction.”
“Yeah, that’s what he said. So?”
“That means Harper and her sister, Diana, and
whoever is in the other van arrived here ahead of us. The
FBI was forewarned before the action in the Mall happened.
If Harper and her people approached the HQ they should
have been identified and stopped. If that were the case,
then what we’re looking at should be an entirely different
scene.”
“You’re right.” Brandt suddenly caught his meaning.
“No one would be milling around like they are. Every
single person, every spotlight would be focused on the two
vans. They would’ve been stopped yards from the
building. So where are they? Where are Harper and the
others?”
“They either saw the feds’ preparedness and realized
their plan wasn’t going to work and left to regroup and
come up with a new strategy or . . .”
“Or . . . what?” Brandt asked breathless.
“They somehow found a way to get through the FBI
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cordon and are, right this minute, about to execute
Harper’s plan.”
“Holy beejeezus, Kramer, surely you’re—I mean, they
couldn’t possibly have gotten through all that.” Brandt
gestured at the commotion a block away. She looked at
him, her eyes wide with terror. “Could they?”
Kramer’s expression closed up. Memory had
transported him back to that harrowing day in Florida,
years ago, when his life had been irrevocably ripped apart.
An FBI building had been the target then, as well. His
senses filled with the smell of oily smoke and burning
flesh, and he saw himself standing at the edge of a bomb
crater staring down into its fiery depth at the remains of
the vehicle that had carried his fiancé only seconds earlier.
“Kramer? Kramer.”
The urgency in Brandt’s voice snatched him away
from his pain. He blinked rapidly for a moment then
became conscious of Shadow licking his face. His arms
encircled his friend’s thick neck and hugged him tight. The
moment passed and Kramer settled back and Shadow
withdrew to the back seat but kept a concerned watch on
his companion.
Brandt kept her silence. She knew the details of that
horrendous attack that had killed Special Agent Ashley
Hunter minutes after Kramer had proposed to her. It
suddenly struck her how the current situation must have
dredged up those memories for Kramer and her heart
went out to him. She saw resolve return to his expression
and the familiar fire reappear in those eyes that were too
damn attractive.
“Er…what now, boss?” she asked cautiously.
“Now?” Kramer put the car into gear and swung
onto Pennsylvania Avenue. He kept a steady speed, well
below the regulated limit, switched on the car’s hazard
lights and steered directly for the Bureau’s headquarters.
“Now we try to convince the FBI we’re the good
guys and if that works, we put Shadow to work.” He
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winked at Brandt.
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CHAPTER 52

They were forced to stop adjacent the U.S. Navy
Memorial—one hundred twenty yards from the Hoover
Building. Kramer thought he heard someone shout out. A
second later the Chevy was pinned by shafts of brilliant
light from a half dozen spotlights. Two helicopters
appeared from the inky night and added their powerful
Nightsun searchlights to the scene from overhead.
Brandt and Kramer threw their arms up to shield
their eyes and Shadow hunkered in the back. They became
aware of movement and knew FBI agents, their weapons
trained on the car, were cautiously surrounding them.
Gradually Kramer and Brandt placed their hands on their
heads and waited. They didn’t have to wait long.
“Step out of the vehicle, hands high and away from
your bodies.” The brassy command blared from a
megaphone.
They eased from the car and followed commands to
step clear of it and lay face down on the ground. Shadows
darted back and forth and boots shuffled as the agents
moved in quickly. As soon as they were handcuffed,
Kramer and Brandt were hauled to their feet and found
themselves the center of an aggressive ring of FBI SWAT.
A figure dressed head to toe in black tactical gear,
only his glowering eyes visible, approached the couple and
patted them down then took their identification. While this
was happening, two of his team checked the car. They
backed off several paces when they saw Shadow.
“There’s a monster dog in the back seat, chief.”
“It’s okay.” The chief signaled his men to lower their
weapons. “Release them. These are the people we were
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directed to watch for. They’re on our side.” He turned and
waved an all clear back at those watching closely from the
cordon.
A SWAT agent stepped forward and quickly removed
the handcuffs and then rejoined his team members. The
tension in the air evaporated as everyone relaxed and the
chief handed Kramer and Brandt their IDs.
“When we saw your vehicle approaching we were
fairly certain it was safe but had to make sure all the same.”
“No harm done, chief,” Kramer said with a smile.
“You did what you had to do given the situation. That’s
why I drove slowly. We appreciate that everyone is wired
at the moment; we didn’t want to do anything stupid that
might draw fire.”
The chief nodded. “Good thing, too. I admit, we’re
all so hyped on adrenaline with this ISIS business that,
even though I trust my men, it would have needed only a
twitchy trigger finger and you would’ve been blown away
in seconds.”
“Sounds reassuring,” mumbled Brandt.
The chief glared at her then his expression softened
when he understood her tone. His team was already
drifting back to their posts at the cordon so he suggested
the Chevy be left where it stood and Brandt and Kramer
return with him. When Shadow was allowed out from his
confines the chief caught his breath.
“My men were right. That’s quite a dog you have
there. What breed is he? I’ve never seen it before.”
While the group hustled back to the Hoover Building,
Kramer described his rescue of an Anatolian Shepherd
pup from an Afghani village; how it was welcomed into
Kramer’s Marine Company and how the pup earned his
name of Shadow. By the time they reached the cordon the
SWAT chief was fully briefed on Kramer and Shadow’s
history up to and including their ongoing hunt for Shelley
Harper.
“WHAT?” The chief pulled up short when Kramer

267

Lex Talionis
broke the news that the woman and her cohorts may have
already penetrated the FBI cordon and be close by at that
very moment.
“That…that’s impossible.” The words came out as a
harsh whisper. The chief glanced about, his brow heavily
furrowed and eyes sharpened with suspicion. “Every
person and every vehicle was verified and cleared before
they were allowed anywhere near here.” There was the
slightest uncertainty in his voice. All around them were
over a hundred personnel, all with eyes focused outward
when, all the while, the suspects could be standing in their
midst or behind them.
Kramer recognized the fear creeping behind the
SWAT leader’s eyes. Until that moment the man felt
confident he had the situation in hand; that every
precaution had been taken to insure the protection of the
Bureau’s headquarters and all it represented. Now
Kramer’s revelation brought all that into question—if it
was true, that is. But there wasn’t time to debate its
veracity. The chief had no option but to assume there
could be enough truth to it to warrant immediate action.
He spun round and signaled several of his senior men
over. The group moved into the building’s foyer where the
chief informed his men of the possible threat. After a few
moments they calmed down enough to begin planning
their next move. It was obvious to the SWAT agents that
they needed to circulate among those assembled outside
and begin the process of verifying each individual again.
Once that was done, they then needed to carry out the
laborious task of searching the entire building floor by
floor.
Kramer raised a hand. “There’s nothing wrong with
any aspect of your plan. But if you’ll allow myself and my
partner here, and my dog, to join you we may be able to
hasten the whole operation.”
“How so?” one of the SWAT asked. He sounded
dubious.
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“They have been after the suspect for years and
recently had some close run ins with her. Needless to say
they know what she looks like,” the chief cut in.
“That we do,” Brandt spoke up. “But we don’t know
exactly how many others she has with her other than her
sister, and those others we have no clue as to their
identity.”
“Okay. But we have copies of Harper’s description,”
another agent interjected. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but
didn’t your boss in California send that Intel to us this
morning?” Brandt nodded and the agent held his hands
out as if to say so?
Kramer sensed what was happening and stepped in.
“Hey, I get it—really I do. You don’t know us from Adam
other than what you’ve been told. But we’re not here to
tell you how to run your own ops . . . and we certainly do
not want to take over.” He noticed most shoulders relax.
His voice softened and dropped an octave.
“All I’m suggesting is that while you conduct your
search for her other people that we concentrate on Harper.
More important than us knowing what she looks like is our
dog, Shadow. He knows what she smells like.” Backs
stiffened. The last had caught their full attention.
The chief exchanged looks with his men then turned
to Kramer. “Well, that throws a whole new light on the
subject. As far as I’m concerned, and I speak for the
Bureau when I say, we can do with whatever assistance we
can get right now so welcome aboard.” He regarded each
of his men. “Right?” They all nodded. “Then let’s get out
there and find these bastards before it’s too late.”
The SWAT agents hurried outside and their chief
paused long enough to lay a hand on Kramer’s shoulder.
The two men exchanged looks and nodded. Words of
encouragement were not necessary. The chief disappeared
after his team and Kramer’s team followed on his heels.
“Where the hell do we start looking—and for what
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exactly?”
Brandt, Kramer and Shadow stood in the middle of
Pennsylvania Avenue facing the Hoover fortress. They
weren’t concerned with the commotion rippling through
the ranks of FBI agents across the road as much as the
building itself.
“Why would Harper and her sister be using a van?”
Kramer said quietly, as if posing the question to himself.
“A van? Umm, I’ve been thinking about that as well .
. . to cram a pile of terrorists into it?”
“Possibly.”
“But that’s not what you’re thinking.”
“No. Maybe for the other van as another diversion or
as support for Harper.”
“Okay, that sounds feasible to me.” Brandt took a
knee and massaged Shadow’s head. “So if Harper isn’t
using her van for fire power then—” Her eyes snapped to
Kramer standing the other side of Shadow. He looked
down and their eyes locked. Her eyes flew wide open.
Kramer merely nodded in agreement.
Brandt stood slowly and studied the building for a
long while in silence. When she finally spoke, her voice
was matter-of-fact.
“The FBI bomb technicians are generally outfitted
with Freightliner Model MS 106 diesel trucks. Those
beasts are capable of a seven ton, or sixteen thousand
pounds, payload. We know that Harper is driving the same
or very similar vehicle. If we assume that her van is packed
with explosives, and I’m talking about sixteen thousand
pounds, then let me put that into perspective.
“The explosive charge used in the Oklahoma City
bombing of April 1995 was estimated to have been
equivalent to four thousand pounds of TNT.” Brandt held
up four fingers to emphasize her point. “The damage
caused that day was far more extensive than the media
reported. The bomb, for all intent and purposes, destroyed
the nine-story building.” She gestured at the structure
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across the road. “My time in special forces had me dealing
with explosives a lot. Need I say more?”
Her succinct observation sobered Kramer. He’d seen
photos of the Oklahoma bombing at the time of the
incident and he tried to visualize the same damaged
inflicted on the Hoover Building and it made the hairs on
his neck stand up. He sucked in air and let it out slowly.
“You’re more familiar with explosives, so if you were
Harper where would you be wanting to position your truck
bomb?”
Without hesitation Brandt pointed directly at the 10th
Street NW side of the FBI headquarters. “Directly under
those overhanging floors and as close to the building as
possible.”
“Right. Then we’ll begin our search along there.”
Kramer pulled a Ziploc plastic bag from a pocket. Inside it
was a scrap of material. He removed the fabric and held it
under Shadow’s nose. The dog sniffed and inhaled, almost
sucking the scrap out of Kramer’s fingers. He saw the look
on Brandt’s face and smiled broadly. “Remember? You
found this on the wharf in Belize when I almost got my
hands on Harper. It was caught on a large splinter of one
of the pilings where she had a boat waiting for her. I’m
banking on Harper making a recon of the area on foot
before moving the truck into place.”
Shadow completed his analysis and indicated he
recognized the scent and was raring to go. His teammates
checked their weapons then Kramer knelt beside the dog.
“Go locate, Marine.” Kramer unhooked Shadow’s
lead and the dog took off.
The three pelted across the avenue. The moment they
reached the broad sidewalk Shadow stopped abruptly then
he bowed his head and began sniffing the ground. People
moved aside as the huge dog plowed his way through
them. Kramer told Brandt to stay with Shadow while he
sought out the SWAT chief. The man needed to know
Brandt’s observation concerning the possible truck bomb.
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The information all but floored the senior agent. It
was plausible enough to warrant immediate attention and,
as Kramer dashed off to rejoin Brandt and Shadow, the
chief directed his bomb technicians to begin searching the
perimeter of the building. He also ordered all the
technicians’ vehicles to be searched by other agents to
ensure they were legit.
There was one flaw in Brandt’s supposition, however,
that gave the chief pause before calling for a total
evacuation of the building and its vicinity. The reverification of his personnel had yet to uncover any of
Harper’s insurgents and until that happened he had to
consider another scenario that could prove just as
catastrophic as Brandt’s. If Harper and her people were, in
fact, still outside the cordon then they could take advantage
of an evacuation to gain access to the building during the
resulting commotion.
He had to stand his ground and hope—no, pray—the
bogus van would be discovered and fast.
Kramer caught up with the others as Shadow led
Brandt on a zigzag path north along Pennsylvania, away
from the FBI site. It puzzled Kramer at first, but he had
total confidence in Shadow and tagged along. The trail
kept the dog close to the next office block along from the
Hoover Building. Every now then he stopped, sniffed
around and then moved on a few paces, then stop again
and repeat the whole process. At times he retraced his
steps to revisit a certain spot but would turn and continue
along the avenue.
The trio passed through one pool of streetlight after
another, like wraiths wandering the night. However,
judging by his determined gait, it certainly appeared that
Shadow had detected a bona fide scent. It has to be Harper.
The city block proved narrower than that occupied by
the Hoover Building and Kramer and Brandt were
surprised when they came to the next corner. But Shadow
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didn’t pause. He turned right onto 11th Street and, if
anything, his pace quickened. Before long they arrived at
the end of the block and again Shadow turned right.
Kramer realized they were approaching the northwest
corner of the FBI building. A few minutes later Shadow
stopped at the corner of E Street and 10th. Diagonally
opposite the Hoover Building loomed over them like a
brutal impenetrable fortress. The part of the structure
fronting Pennsylvania was eight stories high, but here it
was eleven, including the massive three-story overhanging
roof deck.
“Looks like your hunch paid off, boss. Harper must
have been reconnoitering the area on foot,” Brandt’s voice
was low.
Instinctively, Kramer rechecked his weapon. Brandt
did likewise. They both scanned the area in an attempt to
foresee where the scent trail might be leading Shadow. A
large number of Bureau vehicles, including quite a few
bomb technician trucks, lined the street making it
extremely difficult for them to determine one that seemed
more suspicious than the others.
It wasn’t until Shadow had led them almost halfway
across the intersection that Brandt saw it. A truck curiously
parked closer to the building than the others and partly
hidden behind a huge concrete column.
Brandt tapped Kramer on the shoulder and gestured
at the vehicle. Just then Shadow left the sidewalk and
began heading directly towards the suspect truck. That
sealed it for his companions.
Kramer called Shadow to heel and the trio retreated
to the sidewalk. Kramer and Brandt took a knee and
Shadow sat, his nose twitching, continuously analyzing the
air, his eyes staring across the street at the parked vehicles.
There were dozens of FBI agents milling about trying
to release some of the tension from hours of guarding—
something Kramer was very familiar with. Many agents
were closely regarding the huge dog and his two
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companions but none made a move toward them.
Despite the mere sixty yards separating them from
the suspicious truck, Kramer removed a pair of small
binoculars from his tactical pants. He trained them on the
truck and a good portion of its rear doors came into focus.
A woman stood there seemingly arguing with
someone obscured by the concrete column. Judging by her
gesturing and aggressive posture, it appeared to be quite a
heated exchange. The woman moved enough so that she
stepped into the glow from one of the building’s light
fixtures. Kramer caught his breath. He increased the
magnification to confirm the woman’s identity. After a
moment he passed the binoculars to Brandt to look for
herself.
“Bloody hell… Harper,” she hissed. “She’s having a
blue with someone—could be her sister.”
“A blue?”
“A fight or argument.”
Kramer shook his head. Aussie idioms always baffled
him. One day he’d have to get himself an Australian to
English dictionary.
“Hang on,” Brandt breathed. “The other person…I
think I can—” Her head jerked back from the binoculars.
She scrubbed her face then stared through the binoculars
again.
“What is it, Charlie? What do you see?”
Kramer’s eyes darted between Brandt and the two
women at the truck. Brandt handed him the binoculars.
Her look of consternation changed to a deep frown.
“We know Harper and Diana are sisters…” Kramer
peered at the magnified women. “They’re friggin’ twins.”
He lowered the glasses. “Identical twins.”
Brandt stared at him. “Kramer, how in the hell are we
going to be able to tell them apart?”
“First we put the bitches in chains…the rest you
leave to me. I’ll be able to tell the difference—one way or
the other.”
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The pure vitriol in his response startled Brandt;
worried her. Now that Kramer literally had Harper in his
sights she sensed the mission had gone from objective to
extremely subjective. He might suddenly charge across the
street, gun blazing, and she wouldn’t be able to stop him.
She wasn’t even sure that she would blame him, either.
“Kramer.” She implored his better judgment.
“Neutralizing the truck bomb is our first priority.” She
grabbed his arm. “Kramer, listen to me. To do that we
have to secure the sisters—but they have to be taken alive.
One of them might have the trigger device to the bomb
and—”
“Then tell that to the feds.”
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CHAPTER 53

Brandt pivoted on her heel and followed Kramer’s gaze. A
group of four FBI agents, two of them bomb disposal
technicians judging by their bulky gear, walked toward
them but turned when they reached 10th Street and headed
for the parked vehicles. Kramer surmised they were some
of the agents the SWAT chief had ordered to check for the
bogus van.
He glanced back at Harper and her sister. The two
women still argued, albeit quietly. Dressed in uniforms
emblazoned with FBI Bomb Technician, they had yet to
draw any suspicion from the dozens of agents milling
about them.
“Damn, we may have just given the game away,” he
muttered.
“Eh? What do you mean?”
Kramer gestured at a couple of agents who had been
watching them surveilling the street from the corner. The
men looked around attempting to determine who or what
Kramer and Brandt were so interested in to warrant using
binoculars. They zeroed in on the truck and the two
women at the same time the approaching bomb techs and
their backups noticed the vehicle.
The agents drew their weapons. Simultaneously, the
bomb techs and their escorts advanced through the crowd,
warning everyone of the possible truck bomb. In seconds
weapons were visible everywhere and men and women
closed in.
They fell back when gunfire suddenly erupted.
It took seconds before Kramer realized the shooting
came from the direction of Pennsylvania Avenue. The
crescendo of gunfire increased to deafening levels. Many
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of the agents on the outer edges of the crowd dashed off
toward the shooting. He looked back at the truck then at
Shadow. Kramer was convinced the action happening was
nothing but a diversion. His eyes darted to Brandt and
received a signal from her she had the same thought. He
motioned that he was moving in on the truck.
The scene turned into pandemonium. More and more
agents felt compelled to rush to the defense of their
colleagues leaving fewer to cope with the supposed bomb
situation.
Shadow moved out first. He bound across the street
and straight into the turmoil. Those who took notice of
the intensity in the huge dog’s eyes jumped out of his way
as he barreled through their midst. He was intent on
something and none were about to bar his way.
Kramer shrugged at Brandt. He left the sidewalk and,
holding his Glock ready, sprinted after Shadow.
The gunfight and the immediate chaos made so much
noise that it was impossible for Kramer to hear anything
above a shout. He searched for sight of Shadow among
the smaller crowd. The image of the truck exploding
seeped into mind and he shoved it viciously away. If there
was a bomb onboard and it was detonated, he wouldn’t feel
a thing anyway. He’d be instantly vaporized, along with
Shadow. Well, this is why you’re paid the big bucks, mate, he
could hear Darci quip. A bitter smile curled a corner of his
mouth. But the image of Shadow dying caused him to
choke back a tear.
Sweat beaded in his hair and dribbled down his face.
He swiped at it roughly with his sleeve before it reached
his eyes. Not the most opportune time to be half blinded.
He checked back with Brandt and saw her waving
frantically at him. He stopped. She shouted something but
he couldn’t make sense of it.
She broke into a run. He craned his neck, trying to
see where she was going but too many people and vehicles
blocked his view. He shouldered his way past confused
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agents till he could spot Brandt. She held a redhead at
gunpoint. His partner signaled for him to join her at the
corner. Kramer glanced back, trying once again to locate
Shadow, but still couldn’t see him among the remaining
agents now crowded around the suspect truck. Neither
could he see any sign of the other redhead. Within
moments he stood beside Brandt.
“Nice going, Charlie. I’ll take it from here. See if you
can find Shadow, and then both of you get your butts back
here.” He nodded back over his shoulder. “I don’t
suppose we know which one we have here, but my guess is
that the other sister is in the hands of the FBI over there
near the truck.”
Brandt put a hand on his shoulder. “No worries,
boss. I’ll find Shadow and send him back. I have to see the
other sister for myself before she’s hauled away.”
Kramer trained his gun on his captive and watched as
his partner sprinted off. Just before she reached the crowd,
Shadow emerged from the press of bodies. Brandt knelt
and hugged him then pointed back at Kramer. The dog
began trotting toward his friend. The gathered agents fell
way back from the truck as the two bomb techs
approached it and Kramer caught a glimpse of Brandt
walking up to the other redhead being held by two men in
suits.
He turned his attention back to the sister in hand.
The woman certainly looked like Harper. Her electric
green eyes took in his Glock pointed at her center mass
then locked onto his face. They stayed like that for a long
moment; glaring at each other.
The last image Kramer had of those eyes was in
Belize; from the water as the boat carrying Harper pulled
away, leaving him to slip beneath its wake. His expression
hardened as he gave her the once-over. The woman was
still as beautiful as ever; six feet two inches tall, her body
sculptured to that of an athlete; flawless features and that
magnificent fiery red mane The woman was nothing short
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of stunning. But Kramer reminded himself just how deadly
the bitch was.
She gave him a lopsided smile then flinched. She
became aware of Shadow standing at Kramer’s side
uttering a low guttural growl and baring his massive fangs.
She put out a tremulous hand to stay him and inched
backwards.
Kramer’s immediate reaction was to simply pull the
trigger and blow her away to Hell and gone, Harper or not.
He could simply say she tried to escape. Who could say
otherwise? Who would really care anyway, given her plan?
It was all he could do to stop himself. When she turned
those green eyes back on him they conjured up visions of
Valdiron, her partner-in-crime and lover; the horrific
murder scene of Kramer’s elderly parents; and that
infamous day when he’d witnessed his fiancé vaporized by
an explosion from a rocket fired by Valdiron. It all came
flooding back and he shook his head savagely to rid
himself of the ghosts drifting in as she stood there
smirking at him.
He took a step toward her, hell-bent on knocking that
smile clean off that beautiful face of hers. Instead, he
waved her back against the coarse concrete wall with his
Glock. The realization he finally had his nemesis dawned
on him.
Sweat ran down his face. He swiped it away with a
hand and became aware of his shirt sticking uncomfortably
to his body. His pulse pounded in his ears like a village of
jungle drums and he breathed deeply and slowly a few
times to slow it.
“Creepy, isn’t it, Marine?” It was more a statement
than a question and her voice was teasingly silky and, as far
as he could tell, identical to Harper’s.
A shout drew his attention from the woman.
Brandt walked toward him, followed by the two
agents gripping the other sister tightly by the arms.
“Hey boss, guess which sister I have here.”
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The explosion was horrendous.
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CHAPTER 54

The blast lifted Kramer, Shadow, and the redhead off their
feet and hurled them almost eighty feet. Kramer felt the
concussion slam into him like a wrecking ball, driving the
breath from his lungs. He struck the ground face down
and felt bones break and clothes and skin flayed from his
body. The excruciating ringing in his ears disorientated
him and he tried desperately to push himself to his hands
and knees. It took him several attempts before he realized
his left arm was broken.
Tears streamed down his face. His eyes stung and felt
as if they were filled with gravel and sunscreen oil.
Concrete dust and smoke created an atmosphere almost
unbreathable. He hunched against debris raining down
from the darkness.
He felt around among the rubble and touched on a
length of metal that he used to haul himself to his feet. His
shirt was in tatters. Tearing a patch off, he clutched it over
his mouth and nose and reeled drunkenly into the roiling
toxic clouds.
Chunks of concrete and stone, of every size, barred
his way like so many jagged ridges. He clambered blindly
up a craggy pile and fell and tumbled down the other side
slicing his hands and legs on shards of glass and razor
sharp twisted metal.
He teetered on top of another higher pile and tried to
make sense of the devastation illuminated by flickering
pockets of pale light. The images that surfaced in his
jangling mind were of videos showing the aftermath of a
massive earthquake. He was looking out over much the
same destruction, except that this scene included bodies
and parts of bodies.
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Gradually he regained a partial sense of hearing and
his mind began to function a little clearer. Shadow. He
jerked round. Where was his closest friend? Stumbling
back the way he’d come, Kramer fell over a body. The
remains of an FBI agent, his or her body and tailored suit
flayed to tatters. Close by the upper torso of another agent
protruded from the rubble, an arm extended to the sky as
if reaching for heaven. Kramer turned aside and vomited.
Gathering his senses, he staggered on.
Muffled moans and screams punctured the thick
night air. Most came from the injured and dying; some
from ghosts of far flung battlefields.
Kramer lost all sense of time and direction as he
weaved and staggered through the ruins. His foot caught
on something and he fell to his knees. Pain rattled his
brain then he became aware of the body grey with dust. He
felt compelled to pause to turn it over. It was a woman.
Her face was plastered with a thick paste of blood and
dust. At first he tackled wiping it gingerly then more
feverishly as recognition dawned. Charlie.
Kramer pressed his ear hard to her chest. Nothing.
That is not acceptable. The thought sprang to mind, irrational
and demanding. Thinking that normal CPR might bring
more abrasive grit into her lungs he made a fist, took a
deep breath and, after a long moment of hacking, struck
Charlie’s chest over her heart. He hit her again. Then a
third time. Still nothing. He raised his fist and paused to
fight back a sob.
“Damn you, Charlie. Don’t you dare leave me. Don’t
you da…don’t y…” He pounded her chest. No response.
He collapsed and hugged his partner’s body tight to his
own. The former Marine began to cry. His own life
wounds were still too raw, too deep, and this caused all
that to come surging back and overwhelm him. He didn’t
realize until that instant just how much this Aussie gal had
grown on him. They had shared so much in so little time
and he didn’t want to lose her.
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A weak cough…another, but stronger…a gulp for air
that brought on a coughing spasm.
“Charlie? Charlie.” Kramer studied her face closely
then his face split with the widest smile when her eyes
fluttered open. She opened her mouth to speak but he
placed a finger gently to her lips and shushed her. He
cradled her, whispering encouragement and continued as
time seeped away.
Beams of watercolor light swept back and forth
through the settling dust as people made their way
carefully in search of survivors. A breeze had risen
sometime during the night and began lifting the smoke and
dust into the darkness. Then there were voices talking
among themselves, some calling out then waiting hopefully
for responses.
“Hey, here—over here. We’re here. We need a
corpsman—and fast.” Kramer kept shouting until his raw
throat gave out and he went into a savage coughing fit.
The closest flashlights crisscrossed, trying to pinpoint
his location amid the chaos. It wasn’t long before one of
the rescuers stumbled upon the couple and called to the
others. Moments later they surrounded Brandt and
Kramer and began fussing over their injuries. A radio call
went out for medical assistance and seconds later a
number of sirens could be heard rushing to the scene.
They tried to convince him he needed medical
attention at the nearest hospital as well but Kramer would
have nothing to do with it. Instead he badgered the
rescuers into letting him stay long enough to find Shadow
and a redheaded woman. Until he had definitive proof of
the woman’s true identity he couldn’t bring himself to
refer to her any other way. It galled him no end that he
had had his hands on her, literally this time, only to lose
her again. He forced himself to believe she was still alive
but as the minutes turned into hours his hope faded for
the woman, but especially for his beloved dog.
It took them nearly four hours before one of the
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search party came upon the woman. She was unconscious
and gravely injured having lost her left arm and right hand.
They quickly whisked her off to hospital, but not before
Kramer insisted that she be guarded around the clock; that
she was a suspected terrorist.
Half an hour later they found Shadow. The poor dog
was clinging tenaciously to life. He whimpered softly when
he recognized Kramer and tried to crawl to him but it was
instantly obvious he was suffering intense pain, and
Kramer rushed to his side. He sat beside Shadow and took
him carefully into his arms and held him so the dog
wouldn’t cause himself any more distress.
Their reunion brought tears to everyone on the scene
and when Kramer insisted that his best friend, a highly
decorated Marine, be given immediate medical attention
the two found themselves placed aboard a Blackhawk
helicopter that flew them directly to the Walter Reed
National Military Medical Center.
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CHAPTER 55

It wasn’t as if the nurses hadn’t seen a dog in Walter Reed
before. In fact, the renowned medical center had
established its own trauma recovery program utilizing
service dogs trained from puppies to adults to help
wounded warriors suffering from PTSD recover
sufficiently to reconnect with their families, communities,
and life. But Shadow had the distinction of being the first
animal ever to undergo surgery at Walter Reed.
Kramer squirmed in his large chair and, out of the
corner of his eye, noticed a small group of nurses gathered
at the door of the private room. He rose to stretch his legs
and wandered over.
“How’s Shadow doing?” the group asked as one.
“Just fine. The doc was here a while ago to report
that the surgery was a complete success and that they were
able to save his leg.” The good news solicited a round of
congratulatory comments to which Kramer nodded his
appreciation. “He’ll be kept here another few weeks for
observation then all being well he’ll be allowed to leave.”
“We’ll miss him,” the cutest nurse said softly.
“Yeah, well, he’s going to miss you all, too. Shadow’s
always been a sucker for attention. In fact, all of you
nurses here are probably responsible for him doing so well.
I’ve been around animals most of my life and I’m a firm
believer in the power of love.”
“Well, we were just on our rounds and thought we’d
drop by to see how he’s doing,” a tall gangly male nurse
said.
“He’s become quite a celebrity around the wards,”
the cute nurse added. Just then Shadow whimpered in his
sleep. “We’d best be going. Besides, he needs his rest.”
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The group said their farewells and drifted off down
the hall. The cute nurse lingered a moment. She peered up
at Kramer with the bluest eyes he’d ever seen.
“And how are you doing, Captain?”
Kramer had finally given up hope of persuading
everyone to drop the rank and just call him Kramer.
Walter Reed was a military hospital after all and the staff
was hard-pressed to ignore that aspect of their patients.
“Me? I’m doing just fine. Thanks for asking. But I
have to admit that hospitals aren’t my favorite hang outs,
so I’m looking forward to the day when I can leave here
with my two teammates.”
“I can understand that but I, for one, will be very
sorry to see you go.” Before Kramer could conjure up a
response the nurse batted her lashes at him and scurried
off to join her group.
He shook his head and a corner of his mouth quirked
up. Closing the door quietly, he moved to Shadow’s
bedside and soothed him until he dropped back into his
drugged sleep. After a few moments of hovering over his
best friend, Kramer eased back into his chair to continue
his vigil.
Tomorrow it would be Charlie’s turn again to have
Kramer at her bedside. He vowed to himself that he
wouldn’t leave Walter Reed until he could do so with both
his friends. So, while he watched over them he had to
consider where he stood now that Harper’s plan was over.
Despite the media reporting that Shelley Harper, the
mastermind and perpetrator of the J. Edgar Hoover
Building bombing, had died carrying out her horrendous
plan, the real truth was still debatable.
Without question, one of the sisters had died in the
explosion—but which one? Surveillance images obtained by
Global Security Corporation, of which Kramer was a
senior partner and field operative, proved that Shelley
Harper and her sister, FBI Supervisory Special Agent
Diana Corbett, were identical twins.
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Unfortunately, there were no remains found of the
sister killed at the scene, forensic scientists saying that she
was very likely vaporized by the explosion. The same was
said of the bogus FBI van thereby dispelling any chance of
recovering traces of DNA from either or both sisters.
Other factors hampering the FBI in identifying the
surviving sister were that, despite being listed on every
major international wanted list, not one agency had Shelley
Harper’s fingerprints on record; and another being that
having lost both hands, the FBI had no means of checking
the survivor’s fingerprints against those on record
anywhere.
Darci, the CEO of Global Security Corporation even
suggested that the FBI have Harper’s residence in South
Africa checked for her fingerprints but when they arrived
the agents found the building had been entirely consumed
by a massive explosion and fire. There was nothing left
that could be tested.
All of that evidence, or lack thereof, left Kramer in a
quandary. He had allowed himself to indulge in years of
vengeful hunting of Harper following the wanton killings
of his parents and fiancé. Regardless of the fact Valdiron
had been directly responsible in all cases, Kramer deemed
Shelley Harper guilty by association.
At the outset of his pursuit of the woman, all he
demanded was her death—preferably at Kramer’s own
hands. But as time passed, the vengeful heat consuming
him dwindled from a furnace-like intensity to one of mere
scalding pain. His mind began to focus more on the
positive; the memories of good times shared with his lost
ones rather than the way they were taken from him. In the
end he merely wanted to bring Harper to justice; to have
her incarcerated for what remained of her sorry life, totally
cut off from the world she insisted on ruining for others
who couldn’t stand up against her.
Even that morsel of vengeance was snatched from
him. Until the surviving sister regained consciousness there
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was no way her real identity could be established without
her undergoing exhaustive questioning. Kramer was left
with two choices; to believe Harper actually blew herself
up or she lay unconscious under guard in a hospital
nearby, either was dependent on the woman being
identified—if she lived.
All Kramer wanted was closure; to finally be able to
put his pain and anger behind him; to be able hold on to
the good memories of his loved ones and to look to the
future with a positive attitude—to begin anew. Was that
too much to ask for?
When bombarded by the media, Kramer stated he
had nothing but high praise for the medical staff at Walter
Reed for the attention his two friends were receiving and
had been assured that they would fully recover from their
injuries though they faced a long rehabilitation.
One evening he returned from visiting Shadow to
encounter staff clustered before a TV. He edged his way
through ‘til he could hear the newscaster’s voice.
“The FBI, DEA, CIA, Department of Homeland
Security and other agencies have confirmed ISIS has
claimed full responsibility for the string of coordinated
attacks carried out on America soil and directed at several
major shopping malls across the country. The same
agencies have also confirmed the terrorists gained entry
into America with assistance from drug cartels out of
Mexico. Rumors link Harper with the ISIS operation but
these have yet to be substantiated. It is known a number of
homegrown sympathizers were involved in the attacks and
may even have personally participated.
“Reports from the White House claim the President
has been in close contact with the President of Mexico
since the attacks. These same unconfirmed reports also
claim both presidents are seriously considering a joint
venture in strengthening the border between the United
States and Mexico although no decision has been made
what form any operation may take though speculation
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among many experts claim there are already plans
underway for a huge fortified wall.”
The screen filled with horrific scenes shot live at the
time of the attacks. Kramer felt the group’s animosity
build. The newscaster continued.
“Although the mall attacks took place almost three
months ago the death toll continues to climb. Latest
figures place the number of those killed at 5,876. This
includes those who have died since that horrendous day.
Reports still have nearly 2,000 victims listed as critical and
1,500 as serious. A large percentage of all victims involved
were children.
“An FBI spokesperson stated only two of the twenty
terrorists were captured alive. Their identities have yet to
be established, although the spokesperson did confirm
they originated from an undetermined location in Libya. It
has been confirmed however, they were members of the
same terrorist unit with the name of Alif that had the
Galleria in Houston, TX as they designated target.”
The newscaster appeared, seated behind her desk.
“The President has tweeted he has approved the use
of waterboarding in the interrogation of these ‘thugs.’
When questioned about the tweets, those representing the
government departments and agencies involved have only
stated ‘no comment.’
“Anonymous sources within the White House report
an incident took place at John F. Kennedy International
Airport the day of the ISIS attacks. Agents from the FBI
escorted Peter Halsted, Deputy Assistant Director, Office
of Intelligence and Analysis, Department of Homeland
Security, off an Air France flight to Paris.
“The sources said the arrest of Halstead might be
connected to the brutal killing of two Secret Service agents
at his Virginia address days before the mall incidents.
Halstead was said to have been wearing a disguise and
carrying one-way air tickets to Libya. The FBI is also
investigating the possibility Halstead might have some
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connection with ISIS.”
*

*

*

*

*

*

Darci discovered he had no option but to be present
throughout the exhaustive inquiry following the
devastating attack carried out in Washington D.C. The
invitation from the investigating Senate committee stated
as much in no uncertain terms.
After grueling months of intense forensic research, it
was the collective opinion of the many architectural
designers and engineers called before the committee the
overall deteriorated condition of the J. Edgar Hoover
Building contributed to the extensive damage done to the
Federal Bureau of Investigations headquarters by the truck
bomb.
The state of the building was something Darci hadn’t
known about but it made perfect sense him. He also gave
kudos, albeit reluctantly, to Harper or whoever of her
cronies discovered that during its initial design and
planning, dating back to 1962, the Bureau had insisted the
final monolithic structure, better known for its ‘brutalism’
style of design, must have the first few stories bomb-proof
and the entire building be surrounded by special blastproof paving to protect the three floors below-ground.
He was astounded no one could testify definitively as
to what size of explosion these measures were intended to
withstand. Suffice it to say the sixteen thousand pounds of
explosives deemed by experts to have been comprised of
HMX proved more than efficient in demolishing almost
two-thirds of the fortress-like building.
His military background had introduced Darci to
HMX and its horrific power. Also known as octogen or
cyclotetramethylene-tetranitramine, the powerful and
relatively insensitive nitroamine high explosive, was
currently considered the state-of-the-art military explosive
and one of the most powerful chemical explosives
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manufactured.
Despite his experience with the substance, he was
surprised when experts testified HMX was not only used
as an explosive by itself, but its high energy output was
being employed as a detonator in nuclear weapons and as a
solid rocket propellant.
Darci’s involvement in the Senate enquiry came to
the fore when he had to provide detailed testimony to the
committee concerning the role played by Global Security
Corporation. It took him two twelve-hour sittings.
The Australian went on in his inimitable easygoing
fashion to explain how his business partner and in-field
operative, former U.S. Marine, Captain Kramer had
concluded Shelley Harper, wife of the notorious criminal,
Valdiron, and who was suspected of dying in the bomb
explosion was responsible for the truck bomb attack and
how it may have been carried out in revenge for the death
of her husband at the hands of the FBI. Darci then tabled
proof linking her closely with the terrorist organization,
ISIS.
He concluded by ratifying the statement given by the
head of the Department of Homeland Security who
claimed his organization, working closely with the FBI,
DEA, CIA and numerous other agencies, had yet to
identify the source of the explosive and how those
responsible for the bombing were able to obtain such a
large quantity without raising any red flags.
Darci was present when the Senate committee, and
everyone at the inquiry, was given the final estimates of
those killed in the bombing of the FBI headquarters. The
figures topped out at 3,118, with another 557 seriously
injured.
He burst with pride when the committee chairman
paid special recognition to three persons, employees of the
California company, Global Security Corporation, who
tried valiantly to forewarn the FBI of the attack and who
very nearly lost their own lives in the process. The three
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were identified as Charise “Charlie” Brandt, a former
Australian Special Forces member, Captain Kramer,
USMC ret., and his canine partner with whom he had
served in Afghanistan, Sgt. Shadow, USMC ret.
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CHAPTER 56

Weeks later a joyful reunion on the grounds of GSC
headquarters in California occurred. Darci and Maria
wanted to celebrate the return of their three most valuable
people. Another one overjoyed to see Kramer and Shadow
again was Spirit. The black Pit Bull bowled them both over
as they set foot in the house and lavished them with sloppy
wet doggy kisses until Kramer called for a towel.
Darci and Kramer sat, drinks in hand, watching Maria
and Brandt play with the two dogs. Darci glanced aside at
his partner and noticed the warm smile and glimmer in his
eyes.
“You know, mate, this party is for you and your team
making it back alive. There’s no way in hell this operation
can be called a success, not after those bloody ISIS attacks
and then the FBI HQ being almost flattened.”
Kramer heard the anger in his Aussie friend’s voice.
“There’s no need to beat yourself up because the good
guys didn’t come out on top this time. We can’t win every
engagement. Reality can be more brutal and
uncompromising than most people can begin to imagine.”
“Yeah, I know you’re right, mate, but it doesn’t stop
me from being just plain pissed off, nonetheless.”
Kramer clapped his friend on the shoulder. “You and
me both, Darci.”
He rose from his chair and knelt to welcome Shadow
as the huge dog padded towards him across the lawn.
Though the doctors were able to save his leg, they
forewarned Kramer that Shadow might not regain the full
strength in it or the endurance he once had. He gave his
mate a massive hug, going cheek to cheek and whispering
his love into the furry ear.
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He heard a phone ring close by and heard Darci take
the call. After tussling with Shadow for a few minutes,
Kramer sent him off to play with Spirit. Kramer picked
himself off the grass and noticed the stormy scowl on
Darci’s face. When the Aussie turned, the anger blazing in
his eyes was unmistakable.
“Oh shit, don’t tell me that Harper, Diana, or
whomever it is we caught, has died before she could be
questioned,” Kramer said as he dropped into his chair and
grabbed his drink.
Darci threw down the last of his drink and stared at
the empty glass, toying with it for a long moment and then
placed it slowly on the table between their chairs. He
leaned back and gazed up at the star-studded evening sky.
“The sheila’s gone,” he said matter-of-factly.
“She did die, then.”
“Nope, but it may have been better for her if she
had.”
“Wha—?”
“Late this afternoon four men masquerading as U.S.
Marshals turned up at the hospital informing doctors and
staff they were there to escort the prisoner away for
questioning. They had the credentials and necessary
paperwork, so they were allowed to leave with our
redhead.”
“So? It sounds as if someone thought her recovered
enough to be—”
Darci shook his head and refilled his glass. He held it
up to the patio light and studied the liquid inside. “Only,
the Marshal’s office denies ever sending officers to the
hospital.”
Kramer could tell from his friend’s tone that he was
holding back more detail and pressed him on it.
“The FBI were informed of the incident and jumped
to it right away. They checked into the hospital’s security
video and have determined that the four men are all
members of the Cali Cartel.”
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“What would a drug cartel want with our redhead?”
“Think about it for a tic,” Darci said. “Maria and I
have been thinking about those stolen diamonds that we—
rather you and Charlie—traced to Harper in South Africa.
Now think about her tie-in with ISIS and the intel about
how the terrorists gained entry across the border.”
Recognition dawned on Kramer’s face.
“Right,” Darci continued. “We believe the diamonds
were going to be used to pay the cartel for their part in
smuggling the ISIS soldiers across the border.”
“Except that we intercepted Harper in Belize,”
Kramer interjected.
“Right on, mate. What you busted up was Harper’s
hook-up with the cartel. She was to hand over the
diamonds as payment. We guess her being boated across
to the cruise liner was part of the deal, as well.”
“So…the four cartel guys who snatched the surviving
sister?”
Darci swigged down his drink and rolled the drained
glass between his fingers. “The cartel probably thinks that
Harper skipped out on their arrangement, keeping the
diamonds for herself. My guess is they’ve been waiting on
the sideline all this time to see how all this business with
ISIS and the FBI bombing turned out. They’re running
with the idea that our surviving redhead is Harper. The
four men sent to grab her merely came to collect.”
Kramer was well aware of what the drug cartels were
capable of when dealing with anyone who failed to uphold
his or her end of a deal. He scrutinized the play of
torchlight on the whiskey in his heavy crystal tumbler.
“It couldn’t happen to a person more deserving of
the cartel’s attention.” He drained his whiskey and whistled
Shadow over to love on him some more.

THE END
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