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As Arnold Buchanan took a step out of his house, with his dog Burt alongside, there was a deafening explosion, which blew Arnold fifteen feet into the middle of his back yard.

***
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Arnold wouldn’t have been stepping out of his house except he had been awakened by Burt’s low sinister growl, and came instantly awake.  The large German shepherd was well trained and, while he barked at anything moving, he only growled at two-legged beings.

Since Arnold had received numerous warnings of danger, he quickly slipped into a pair of shorts, slipped on a pair of moccasins, and picked up the baseball bat near his bed.  By this time, Burt was standing up with the hair on his back rose.  When the house alarm went off, indicating an intruder, Arnold thought quickly, unlocking the sliding glass door off his bedroom, and slid it open.  As he would say later, “My half-baked plan was to circle around, and come up on the intruder from behind.”  That may or may not have worked, but stepping out of the house probably saved his life.

Harold Morris, the man who had picked the lock on the front door, and tossed in the satchel bomb, saw a neighbor running toward him.  “Go back in your house and call 911!  I’ll go see if I can find anybody.  I was riding by on my bike when the house exploded.”

The half-dressed neighbor nodded his head and turned back toward his home.  Harold quickly ran back up the drive to what had been Arnold’s vacation house and looked around.  Seeing nothing, he went around the corner of what was now only a part of the garage and headed toward the back yard.  As he turned the corner—with a silenced gun drawn—Burt charged him while emitting a low growl.

Harold shot the dog in mid-air, but Burt came on even as he yelped.  Harold shot twice more into the dog, which was now on him with teeth sunk into his shoulder.  Burt whined, released his grip, and slipped to the ground mortally wounded.

Arnold, who had gotten to one knee, and was trying to clear the cobwebs from his head, heard Burt growl, then yelp.  He turned in that direction in time to see Burt on the man.  Still clutching his bat somehow, he made his way toward them, just as Harold shot Burt with the second and third shots.  As Harold saw the approaching bat-wielding menace, he raised his gun, but before he could pull the trigger, the bat was swung by Arnold with mighty force that knocked the gun from his hand.

The second it took the pain to register, and to acknowledge it was a second Harold didn’t have.  The next swing of the bat caught him squarely in the side of his head.  Harold did not feel the blows that followed.  When Arnold had exhausted himself beating on Harold with the bat, he turned his attentions to Burt.  In short order, he realized his friend and protector was dead.  He turned back to the crumpled form of Harold, and gave him a few extra whacks for good measure.

Harold was oblivious to those hits as he had been since the second swing of the bat hit him in the head.  Of the several additional blows that had rained down on him, two more of them had hit his head.  His brain was so addled by the assault, he would spend the rest of his life in a vegetative state.  He would never know that his well laid-out plan didn’t work.

Harold had carefully parked and concealed his car some distance away and—wearing the clothing of a serious bike rider—had ridden the ten-speed bike over three miles to Arnold’s house, after determining in an earlier drive by that the man had gone to bed.

After picking the lock on the front door, he had opened it and tossed the satchel bomb into the house with a ten-second delay, and ran back to where he had parked the bike, behind a stand of trees near the neighbor’s driveway.  After the explosion, he had wanted to make sure the job was done, which is why he had circled the remains of the house in search of the body he hoped to find.

With sirens wailing in the distance, Arnold sat down next to Burt and idly petted the dead animal, with tears rolling down his cheeks.

***
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A very agitated FBI Special Agent Evan Nelson drove into Sedona, Arizona on what he considered a questionable mission at best.  The Sedona Police Department was holding an Arab-American they had arrested “on suspicion.”  With Agent Nelson was Carlos Rodriguez, another agent.  They were to interview the “suspect” and determine if he should be held or released.

Agent Nelson was less than pleased at the long, two-hour drive up from Phoenix in the middle of the night for what he was sure they would find out was nothing.  As was their habit when a fair distance out of Phoenix, they had their police radio honed in on the local frequency—in this case, that of the Sedona Police Department.  

When they heard the chatter about the house of Arnold Buchanan being blown up, Evan thought for a second, trying to remember where he had heard that name.  “Carlos, run that guy—the one that just got his house blown up.  Rings a bell, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

Carlos nodded his head, and engaged the built-in computer in their car.  “Bingo!  This guy has a dirty big red flag.  If it’s the same guy—and this one has a house in Sedona—he’s a big time scientist and industrialist that does super secret stuff for the government.”

“Shit, now I remember.  We had him into the office about a year ago, and the boss gave him a big lecture on being careful.  Seems he went from top secret stuff to something way beyond top secret.  We don’t even know what in the hell he’s building.”

Just as Evan said that, a firetruck passed in front of them.  “Guess we better follow that guy and see what’s up.  Our Arab can wait.”

“You’re driving and you’re senior, Evan.”

“You disagree?”

“Not in the least.  I’ve never met a ball-busting ‘beyond top secret’ guy before.”

***
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Within ten minutes of beating Harold Morris senseless with his baseball bat, Arnold looked through the ruins of his house and watched as firetruck, ambulance, police, and another car with an inside red light flashing pulled up.  

He was still sitting next to Burt as people started running around.  The firemen had little to do since the house was only smoldering.  As they readied their hoses to keep it that way, the paramedics and police soon found Arnold, Harold, and Burt.

Arnold pointed at Harold.  “That bastard shot my dog.  His gun is around here somewhere.”

By that time, Evan and Carlos had joined the group.  Evan held up his badge.  “FBI.”  Then, looking at Arnold, he asked, “You are?”

“Arnold Buchanan.”  Arnold then glanced at the inert form of Harold Morris.  “I don’t know who that guy is, but he shot my dog, so I guess he’s the one who blew up my house.  I whacked him with my ball bat.  Hope he’s dead.  After my alarm went off, I heard a thump in the living room.  Guess he tossed a bomb in, ‘cause about five seconds or so later...whamo.”

The paramedics had been looking Harold over.  One of them shook his head.  “Well, you did one hell of a number on him with your bat.  He’s not dead yet, but close.  We better get him to the medical center down in Cottonwood damn quick.  We’ll try to stabilize him on the way.”

While he spoke, the other paramedic came over to Arnold, and asked, “How are you?”

“Hurt all over.  Head is splitting.  But I’ll live, I think.  I don’t think anything is broken.”

The paramedic held out his hand.  “Let me help you up, and give you the fast once over before we take the other guy into the medical center.”

Arnold nodded, held out his hand, and groaned as he stood up with the help of the paramedic.  “Anybody suggests a foot race right now and I’ll have to pass.”

Evan looked Arnold over.  “If you think you’re up to it, we can follow the ambulance to the medical center they’re talking about, and get you checked over.”

Arnold just nodded, looked down at Burt, and followed Evan off.  Carlos started to follow, and then noticed that one of the policemen had bagged the silenced gun belonging to Harold.  “I think we better take that.  Mr. Buchanan is on a Federal watch and protect list, and this was obviously an assassination attempt, so I’m pretty sure this is going to be a federal case.”

The policeman shrugged, and handed the bagged gun to Carlos without argument.  As almost an afterthought, Evan looked at one of the policemen.  “That Arab guy you picked up is why we were in the neighborhood. You mind bringing him down to this medical center so we can interview him there?”

“Sure, don’t see any reason not to.  He’s starting to get a bit pissed, so it’ll be good to have him sorted out.”

“Thanks...see you there.  Oh, one more thing.  Keep Mr. Buchanan’s name out of this with the press.  Give us a little time to figure out what’s going on.”

The policeman chuckled.  “No problem with our ‘so-called’ press.  We’re, happily, a very small town.  Heck, if you like, we can put out the word that it was a gas explosion and nobody was home.”

Evan nodded.  “I’d appreciate that.  Be sure the neighbors are in on it, and all these emergency people as well.  You can truthfully tell them this is a matter of national security, because it damn sure is.”

***
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On the drive to Cottonwood, Evan asked, “How are you feeling, Mr. Buchanan?”

“Awful, and the name’s Arnold.”

“Thanks, sir.  I’m Evan...Evan Nelson.  That other fellow is Carlos Rodriguez.  We’re both with the Phoenix FBI office.”

“Figured you were when you said you were FBI back at what was my vacation house.”

“Arnold, you have any idea what this is about?”

“Other than a bad-tempered bill collector, I’d guess it has something to do with my work—in which case, my right-hand assistant, Nancy Knight, could be in some danger, too.”

Carlos, who had gotten into the front seat to give Arnold as much room as possible in the rear, quickly ran the mentioned name.  “Evan, better get on the horn.  She’s got a red flag, too.”

After Evan alerted the Phoenix office about what had happened, and suggested that a blanket of protection be placed on Miss Knight, Arnold asked for and was given a cell phone to call her.

“Hello, this is Nancy.”

“Nancy, its Arnold.  An attempt was made on my life tonight and...”

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, thanks.  But the guy who did it killed poor Burt.  I beat the shit outta him with my baseball bat for that.  Anyhow, the FBI is going to protect you, so expect them.  Just be sure they are who they say they are, before you let them in.  See badges.  I’d suggest you get dressed and get out that gun you have.  And for God’s sake, pay attention to Bruno if he starts acting funny.  Burt probably saved my life by growling at the guy who blew up my house.”

“Blew up your house!  Dang it, Arn...you sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah.  Actually, I hurt everywhere, and my head feels like it’s gonna explode.  But nothing’s broken, and no cuts or anything.”

“I’m glad you’re more or less okay.  Sorry about Burt.  Holy cow, two police cars just drove up with lights flashing.  Four cops are running around outside.  That sure was quick.”

“Hold on.”

Arnold covered the phone in his hand, and asked, “Would your office have called the local police, Evan?”

“Yes, if they figured they were gonna take too long to get there.  I sure as hell would.”

Arnold nodded his head.  “Nancy, one of the FBI guys I’m with said their office would probably call for local help until they could get there.”

“Okay, one of them is walking up to the door.  Hold on while I answer it, he’s knocking.”

Nancy opened her door, and the policeman couldn’t help noticing that the petite woman who opened the door was standing there in a shortie nightgown—with one very big dog standing next to her growling.  “Uh, ma’am...are you Nancy Knight?”

“Yeah.”

“The FBI asked us to come out and protect you until they get here.  My other guys are checking around outside.  I’d normally suggest that I come in and check the house, but with that dog in there, I’d bet big money that there’s no one in there with you.  Least ways no one that shouldn’t be.”

Nancy smiled at the obvious unasked question.  “There’s no one here but us two, Bruno and me.  Bruno, its okay.  Calm down, boy.”

Bruno, a full brother to Burt, was well trained and stopped growling as he sat down next to Nancy.  She looked at the policeman.  “Would you like to come in?  Bruno will be okay now.”

“No, ma’am.  I’ll just wait out here with my men.  Thanks.”

As he turned and walked off, Nancy smiled and shut the door.  “I think its okay.  He didn’t want to come in after he got a load of Bruno, and the other cops’re walking around outside with big flashlights.”

“Good, you should be okay.  I’ll see you in a day or so.  They’re taking me to the medical center in Cottonwood.  Knowing doctors, they’ll want to keep me there a day or two.  And the way I feel, I’m not gonna argue.  While I think of it, would you call Gold Rush Insurance in the morning?  As you know, that insurance policy—or, more correctly, policies—that we have covering both my houses, the plant, and each of us had a stipulation that if any suspicious activity that could possibly be construed as a threat on either of us, or any of the property was to be reported at once.  And I’d say blowing my damn house up is a bit more than ‘suspicious’.”

Nancy chuckled.  “I agree.  And, sure, I’ll give them a call first thing in the morning.”

“Thanks, I’m gonna go now.  We’re entering Cottonwood.”

“Okay.  Let me know if you need anything?”

“Thanks, Nancy.  Bye.”

“Bye.”

Arnold handed Carlos his phone back.  “Thanks.  And thanks for taking good care of Nancy.  Not only is she a damn valuable employee, she’s a very nice person.  I’d more than hate it if anything happened to her.”

***
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By the time Arnold was checked out, cleaned up, and put in a bed, it had been determined that Harold Morris was beyond help.  A drain had been placed in his head to relieve the pressure of blood building up around his brain, and plans were made to transport him to a Phoenix hospital, but the doctors at the clinic told Evan that they were sure he had suffered irreversible brain damage and that if he lived, it would be in a vegetative state.

Evan acknowledged that information with little concern for Harold, other than for the inability to question him.  After Carlos had interviewed the Arab-American detainee, the man was released, with apologies for being detained.  Then Carlos and Evan agreed that one of them would sleep on a cot in Arnold’s room, while the other would stand guard outside the private room their new charge had been placed in.  Predictably, the doctor attending to Arnold had suggested that he stay in the clinic for two or three days, since it was determined that other than bumps and bruises, the only medical problem was a probable concussion.

Arnold was a renowned physicist, an electrical engineer, and for the past ten years an industrialist who specialized in secret projects for the government.  At nearly forty years of age, he already had over a dozen patents to his credit, half of which were not recorded, because of their government applications.  He had never found time for marriage, though a few romances had nearly ended in that happy state.  All who knew him admired him, and his friends—while acknowledging his genius—never thought of the slightly less than tall, solidly built man as an egghead.  His “get on with it and get it done” attitude was well known.  Therefore, though the thought of spending three days in a hospital was not a thing he contemplated with glee, he recognized that the experience he had just endured was nothing to laugh about.

After Arnold grudgingly agreed to two days, Evan called the Phoenix FBI office, brought them up to date, and was told to stay with Arnold until further notice.  By the time this all happened, it was well after midnight of Monday morning—a normal day off for Evan and Carlos, since their schedule was normally Wednesday through Sunday.  Both men realized that their days off for the near future were probably “Out the window,” as Evan put it without rancor or dismay...just acceptance of the obvious.

***
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In Phoenix, two FBI agents had arrived at the home of Nancy by this time, and after carefully checking their identification, were allowed in by the local police on the scene.  Nancy, now wearing a bathrobe, invited the two agents in and, on being informed they would be staying with her at least a few days, told them they could have their pick of bedrooms, since she had a four-bedroom home, which was located less than a mile from the plant owned by Arnold.

One of the two agents, a young, single man, on looking at Nancy, knew which bedroom he’d like to sleep in, but picked the one nearest Nancy’s without divulging his desire to share hers.  His less than professional thoughts were easy to understand since Nancy was a very lovely woman, with long brown hair and large brown eyes.  She was only a fraction over 5’2”, with a nice shape, if not overdone breasts.  Her petite presence belied her age.  Most would guess her to be in her late teens or early twenties, while in fact she was thirty-five, with a birthday due in less than a week.

After her alarm system was again activated, and both agents were comfortable with Bruno, and he with them, she announced that she had to get to bed, because it appeared as if she would be running Buchanan Industries for at least a day or two and needed to get some sleep.

***
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Earlier, Chang Lin placed a call from Cottonwood to San Francisco.  Chang was an intelligence officer of the Republic of China.  His specialty was industrial espionage.  He called Harry Chu, a Chinese-American.  Harry answered, “Yes.”

Knowing his voice would be recognized, Chang simply growled, “Your man failed, totally.  From what I have learned, he is out of action—perhaps permanently.”

“I will deal with it.”

“See that you do.”

Harry Chu leaned back in his chair and thought just how he would deal with it.  Harry was third-generation American, but his loyalties were to Mainland China—even beyond those to the Triad he belonged to in Hawaii.  In the Triad, he was a low-level—off the police radar—member used by the Triad most often for arranging transport to and from the Mainland, where it was known he had vast contacts.

Chang Lin was very high level on the Mainland, and while Harry knew to go with care around the Triad, he was petrified of Chang.  Not just his high-ranking position, but physically.  While Harry stood all of 5’8” and weighed no more than a hundred twenty pounds, the nearly six foot Chang was a solid 220 pounds, and Harry had seen him pop a man’s head with his bare hands.  Harry often thought that the only possible fat on Chang was in his ear lobes, and he’d bet against that.

Harry was in San Francisco on routine Triad business, but he had been the one to select Morris for his mission—with approval from Chang.  Now it seemed he was either under arrest or incapacitated in some other manner.  Finding another man of Harold Morris’ capabilities wouldn’t be easy.  Harry thought of Morris as the best Occidental he could offer, which is why he was used on this “failure is no option” mission.

Chang had warned him not to use Orientals for the mission, not wanting to draw attention in that direction.  Chang himself was traveling with two Occidental thugs he often used, but opted not to use them to complete the mission assigned to Chu, since they would have other uses.  

In the end, Harry placed a call to one of the two men he had decided to use.  His call to Honolulu was answered on the first ring.  “McGowan...and you better have a damn good reason for calling this time of the morning.”

Neil McGowan was a burly, bad-tempered Irishman no longer welcome in Northern Ireland.  He had done a number of “touchy” jobs for Harry in the past and, while not fully trusted by Harry, had his uses.  “Neil, this is Harry.  I need you in Los Angeles by noon tomorrow.  Bring Ben Olson with you.  Call me on my cell phone when you arrive.”

Neil didn’t much care for Harry Chu, but the Chinaman paid well, and never gave him any shit.  Just “here’s the job, do it,” was the norm.  “I’ll call Ben as soon as I hang up.  We’ll catch the first flight out.”

Harry didn’t bother saying anything else.  He simply hung up, and soon was making his own flight plans to Los Angeles, and for three reservations out of Los Angeles for Phoenix.
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Mark and Mary Yomo were still in bed when their hosts, Dan and Janet Orf, woke up.  The Yomo’s were spending two weeks as houseguests of their friends in the Los Angeles area.  The previous year, the Orf’s had visited them in Honolulu in what had become an annual ritual of the four friends.

Mark was a detective lieutenant with the Honolulu Police Department, while his “long-suffering” wife of twenty-five years, Mary, had raised their two children.  In their mid-forties, they were of an age with Dan, while Janet was the baby of the foursome...just turned thirty.

Daniel Orf was the head investigator for Gold Rush Insurance, and had met both Mark and Janet on a case in Hawaii three years previously.  After he and Janet had gotten married, she had applied at Gold Rush for a job in the investigative department.  Dan refused to hire her on his own—not wanting nepotism charges to be hurled around—but had introduced her to the company’s president, who hired her on after a twenty-minute interview.  She was now considered one of the very best investigators at Gold Rush.

Just as Mark and Mary walked into the expansive living room of the Orf home, the phone rang.  Dan answered, “Orf.”

Five minutes after the call from Nancy Knight informing Gold Rush Insurance of the happenings in Sedona the previous night, and he had made a call for additional information, the president of the company sighed and knew that, as much as he hated to do it—and not for the first time—he was going to have to call Dan in off vacation.

Dan listened stoically as he was filled in.  When told that only one pilot for the president’s private jet was available, Dan muttered, “Janet can fly right seat, though she’d rather fly left.  Courier the files to the plane, and give them to Marty.  And thanks for asking ‘please’.”

After Dan hung up, he looked sadly at the other three in the room.  “Party’s over.  We’ve got a hot one.  Seems that a guy we have insured, by the name of Arnold Buchanan, nearly got himself blown up last night at a house of his in Sedona, Arizona.  We’ve got him, his two houses (one now kaput), his business, and his right-hand man...make that right-hand gal...insured.  Hell, the policy on her alone is for a cool million bucks.  We’ve even got some damn thing there covered that is so secret we don’t know what it is—go figure.  Evidently they have the guy who did it.  He shot Buchanan’s dog and tried to shoot Buchanan, before Buchanan beat the shit out of him with a baseball bat.  Made a vegetable outta the guy.”

Janet frowned.  “I take it we’re heading off to Sedona in the near future.”

“Yeah, honey.  Sorry, folks...you know how this business is.”

Mark nodded.  “At least this time it isn’t my fault.”

Mary burst out laughing.  “For the first time in twenty-five years.”

Mark rolled his eyes as Dan smiled.  “Funny thing about the guy who got the shit knocked outta him.  The boss called for more details after Buchanan’s right-hand called.  Her name, by the way, is Nancy something-or-other...”

Janet couldn’t help herself.  “Is that Miss or Mrs. something-or-other?”

“Funny, wife.  Real funny.  Anyhow, as I was about to say, the damn guy with his brains beat out—literally, by the way—doesn’t have any fingerprints.  His hands are smooth as a baby’s butt.  So nobody knows who in the hell he is, and aren’t likely to find out anytime soon.”

Mark got a funny look on his face.  “You say the no prints guy blew up the house?”

“Seems that way.”

Mary gave a suspicious look in the direction of her husband.  “Here it comes.  I’ve got six days of vacation left, and I bet I get to go home alone.”

Mark got a guilty look and sighed.  “Honey, I know a bomber without prints.  I’d be home in a day or two.”

Dan grinned.  “Uh, Mary...it seems like it would be a big help to know who this guy is.”

Mary looked at Janet for help, saw she wasn’t going to get any, and grumbled, “Go.  I’ll fly on home, light my ever-present candle, and put it in the window for you.  And don’t any one of the three of you say you’ll make it up to me.  It can’t be done—not after twenty-five years of this stuff.  I say this very reluctantly, but I do understand.”

While Mark kissed his wife, Janet and Dan went to change clothes and pack.  When they returned to the living room, Mark was gone and Mary was heading for the kitchen.  Janet handed her the keys to the house.  “Thanks, Mary.  We’ll have the company limo sent around for you when you want it.  Feel free to stay here for as long as you like.  In fact, why don’t you just stay until Mark identifies this guy?”

“No, thanks, Jan.  I’ll just pack up, and take the next flight home.  I know Mark.  He’ll be flying home just in time to go to work next Monday.  Don’t worry about the limo either.  I’ll just call a cab, after I change my reservations.  And I’m not being a martyr, just being practical.  Thanks for your hospitality, even if it was only a week plus, instead of two.  As always, I enjoyed myself, and enjoyed your company.”

Mark walked up, holding his overnight bag.  “Honey, would you mind taking care of the rest of the stuff?”

“Sure, I know the drill.  I love you, you goof.”

In a matter of minutes, Dan, Janet, and Mark had all kissed Mary goodbye, and were in Dan’s car on the way to the private airport, where the Gold Rush plane was located.  Since all felt a bit guilty, very little was said on the way there.

When the plane was loaded—and after Martin Bradshaw, the main Gold Rush pilot, had handed the Buchanan files to Dan—they were soon airborne.  Janet was an accomplished pilot and flew the company plane at every opportunity.  The previous number two pilot, Ron Skaggs, was no longer with the company, having met and fallen love with an FBI agent stationed in St. Louis, where he now lived.  His replacement had not worked out, and Marty was happy to have Janet flying right seat to him.  In the time Janet had been with Gold Rush, she and Marty had become close friends, in fact had nearly had an affair a few months previously—though that subject had not been discussed since, as both were glad they hadn’t, as both thought the world of Dan, and Marty was deeply in love with his wife.

After they set the course to Sedona, Marty asked, “How come all the long faces when you three got here, Jan?”

“Our vacation was cut short, and Mark’s wife is going to have to fly home to Honolulu alone, since Mark thinks he might be able to ID a guy for us.  We’re all feeling a little bad—shitty, actually—about just running off and leaving her.”

***
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In Cottonwood, Arnold was already getting antsy about being in the hospital, even though he felt awful.  He ached all over from the force of the blast, and his rough landing after being blown through the air.  After a doctor visit, he called Nancy to see how she was.  

She answered the call on the first ring.  “Nancy here.”

“Hi, Nancy.  It’s Arnold.  How are you?”

“Fine.  The question is, how are you?”

“Sore, but I’ll live.  The doctor just left, and told me I could try getting up and walking around soon.  Tell me about your situation.”

“I’ve got two FBI guys here at my place—one of ‘em even cooked breakfast for the three of us...nice guys.  I’ve called Gold Rush as you asked, and will soon be leaving for the plant.  We’ve got that last shipment of Tickletons to get off—the army’ll be coming by to pick them up in about an hour, so I gotta hurry.”

“Yeah, I forgot all about that.  I’ll let you go.  I’ll see you Wednesday—at the latest.”

“Arn, don’t get any ideas about leaving that hospital too soon.  Do what the doctors tell you to do.”

“Yes, mother.  Just like you’d do, I’m sure.”

Nancy laughed.  “Okay, you got me there.  I know you...you’ll do just what you damn well feel like doing—just like I’d do if our roles were reversed.  Take care.”

“So long.”

After he hung up, Arnold looked over at Evan, and grinned as the other man was getting up off his cot after only three hours of attempted sleep.  “Sorry.  I guess you didn’t get much sleep, between nurses, doctors, and me.”

Evan stretched, yawned, and grinned.  “No problem...you’re the patient.  I think I vaguely remember one of my instructors at the FBI academy mentioning that there would be times when we’d be expected to go long periods without sleep, and I got a little—a couple of hours before that doctor came in.”

Arnold groaned as he sat up and swung his feet over the side of the bed.  Evan hurried over to him.  “Let me give you a hand.”

“Thanks.  When you get through applauding, would you also help me stand up?”

Evan laughed.  “A brainiac with a sense of humor,” he thought.  While Carlos had been sleeping, Evan had done some research on his laptop computer on Arnold and found out that the man was at least a genius—with an IQ that Evan didn’t even know was possible.  That the man was also tough was evidenced by the way he took the unknown assailant out with his bat, and the way he wasn’t going to give in to his discomfort for too long.

As they walked down the corridor of the hospital, Evan asked, “Have you had any time to think about just what this attempt on your life was about?”

“No.  But, as I said last night—or early this morning—whenever—it surely has to do with my work.  What, I have no idea.  We’re working on a number of things that could have something to do with it.  My guess is a project I can’t tell you about—I’m not sure your director is even cleared for that.  One of those things that if I told you about it, I’d have to kill you.  Which raises the question of why someone would try to kill me.  You’d think they’d try to kidnap me or something of the sort.  What, if anything, have you found out about the guy who killed my dog?”

Evan smiled.  “He’ll probably forever be known as the ‘guy who killed your dog.’  Actually, the local police told me last night—er, early this morning—that the guy had no identification, which surprises no one, and also has no fingerprints.”

“No fingerprints?  I thought everybody had fingerprints.”

“They can be removed.  Acid is normally used.”

“Damn, that doesn’t sound too comfortable.”

“Guess not.”

***
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At LAX Airport in Los Angeles, Harry Chu was standing at the end of a concourse that had flights arriving from Honolulu, hoping that the most recent arrival there would bring McGowan and Olson.  Just as he had that thought, his cell phone rang.  “Yes,” he answered.

“Harry, we’re here.  Walking down the concourse right now.”

“I’m standing at the end of it.  If you hurry, we should be able to make the first flight out. I have reservations for us.”

“We’ll be right there.”

Walking quickly, Ben Olson and Neil McGowan reached the end of the concourse and soon saw Harry, who they walked up to.  After greeting via silent head nods, the three men looked around for a quiet place to talk.  Spotting a likely place, they all headed there.

After looking around again to make sure they wouldn’t be overheard, Harry nearly whispered, “I have a job for you.  There’s a man and woman who must be eliminated as quickly as possible.”

Neil stuck out his chin with his typically mean look.  “Where...and how much?”

“Phoenix, Arizona.  Ten thousand each.”

Neil looked hard at Harry.  “Ten thousand each for both of us, or a total of twenty thousand to be split two ways?”

Harry knew the importance of the mission.  “Twenty thousand for each of you—provided they both die.”

Ben Olson looked at Neil, and nodded his head.  Neil also nodded.  “You gotta deal.  Now give us the particulars.”

“We—the three of us—fly to Phoenix...I’ve already got tickets.  We leave in about an hour.  My principal should have locations of both by the time we arrive.  Unfortunately, the targets are alerted because our first attempt failed.”

Neil swelled with anger.  “So we’re the second string.  I don’t like that one bit.”

Harry rubbed his hands together.  “I was instructed to use the man I used the first time...Harold Morris.  He was to blow up the homes of both—with them inside, of course.”

Neil was somewhat mollified, as he knew Harold well, and respected his professionalism.  “I feel better knowing I’m second fiddle to Morris—he’s a good man.  How much were you paying him?”

“Ten thousand a head, twenty thousand total.”

“If you’re doubling the anti for us, these people must have pissed somebody off real bad.  Who?”

“You know better than that, Neil.  If my principal wanted to be known, he’d hire you direct.”

“Yeah.  Okay...what about weapons?”

“Anything you want—within reason—will be supplied to you in Phoenix.”

Neil nodded again.  “Okay, let’s go.” 

***
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As their plane neared the Sedona airport, Dan came forward to the cockpit and looked out.  “God, that’s the airport?  Right on top of a hill?”

Marty chuckled.  “Mesa.  I think that flat-topped hill is called a mesa, and there is no problem with the runway...plenty of room.  I’ve brought the boss here several times.  We have a number of customers here—rich ones, I’d guess—and the boss likes the area.  We always stay at a motel right up on the mesa, real neat place, with a little mini-river running all over, trees, and nice grass.  I’ve brought my wife along two or three times...let’s see, yeah three times...at the boss’s invitation, naturally.”

Dan shrugged.  “Yeah, okay.  But I hope you don’t mind if I retreat to the rear and strap in.”

After Dan left the cockpit, Janet shook her head.  “Never known Dan to have any problems flying.  Guess that runway does look like a postage stamp on top of that hill...er, mesa.”

Marty just chuckled, and lined up for the landing.  “Okay, Jan, she’s all yours.  Hit the postage stamp.”

Janet just grinned, and executed a perfect landing.  When they pulled the plane to a stop and went back into the cabin, Marty kidded, “Hey, Dan, your bride did a nice job of landing.”

Dan showed mock fear.  “You let her land this damn thing on that little dot on the littler hill?”

As they started grabbing their things to get off the plane, Marty joked, “Yeah, but for awhile I thought she was gonna hit the side of the mesa.”

Janet just kept her peace and smiled.

As they walked for the small terminal, Dan glanced over at Janet.  “Honey, I think this’ll be a fast turn around for you.  While Mark and I head down to this Cottonwood medical clinic where Buchanan is, why don’t you get another car, head out to his house, and check it out.  Marty, if you don’t mind, would you go with her?  At least this time the house is already blown up, so she should be safe.”

Everyone chuckled at the memory of the time Marty had driven Janet to a house to interview a suspect, only to have the house blow up in her face and nearly kill her.  A still-grinning Marty nodded.  “Sure, be happy to.  What about a place to stay?”

Dan thought just a second.  “Yeah, but just two rooms, for Mark and I.  After you two look over the damage to Buchanan’s house, I’d appreciate it if you’d fly Janet down to Phoenix, and stay with her until we need a lift down there.  I’ll call you.  Honey, I think you better get down there, and baby-sit Miss Knight until we figure this thing out.”

Janet just shrugged acceptance of her assignments, walked next to her husband, and boss to the car rental agency inside the terminal.  After two cars were rented, Dan had gotten directions on how to get to Cottonwood and how to find the clinic, and Janet had gotten a map of Sedona so she could find Arnold’s house, they walked outside to find their cars.  Dan handed Janet a folder, “Here’s the files on both Buchanan and Knight.  I’ve read them, so you go ahead and keep them until you get a chance to go over them as well.”

Janet took the files, kissed Dan, and got into the car she and Marty would take, as Dan held the car door open for her.  As Marty started the car, she lowered her window.  “Try not to get shot, darling.”

“Yeah, you too,” replied a smiling Dan as they drove off.

As Dan got in the driver’s side of their car, Mark got in.  “I wish you two would stop joking about getting shot.  Every time you do, one or both of you gets hit.”

“You’re a superstitious, half-baked pain in the ass at times, Mark.”

Mark grunted.  “Yeah, but I still feel like shit for being responsible for you getting shot once.  That other time was your own damn fault for not ducking.”

Dan grinned as he drove down the winding road that lead from the airport down into Sedona, just a few minutes behind Marty and Janet.

***
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As Marty drove, Janet gave him directions from her map.  They had one miss-turn along the way, but finally found the remains of Arnold’s house, which had been nestled nicely into the foothills outside Sedona.

As they pulled into the driveway, Janet shook her head.  “Wow, whatever the guy used sure did a number on this place.”

Marty nodded and got out of the car.  “I’ll say.”

Janet got out of her side and the two of them walked slowly around the house, and back to the car.  Every so often Janet would stop and take a picture with the small camera she carried in her purse.  When they reached the car, Janet took one last look before getting back into the car.  As Marty got in, she sighed.  “Well, this obviously is a total loss.  The boss is gonna love it.  Half a million down the drain, pretty as you please.”

Marty whistled.  “Half a million...is that all?”

“Yeah.  The policy’s for a million, but we laid off half of it.  Let’s head for Phoenix.  No reason for staying around here.”

“Right.  Before we turn the car back in, though, I’ve got to rent two rooms for Dan.”

“Okay.  I’ll wait to call him until you do that, so I can report about the house and the rooms at the same time.  I wonder what in the heck that guy used?”

“On the house?”

“Yeah.  Guess the FBI’ll have a lab team come up at some point.  But in the meantime, I can’t fathom what it was.”

“The number it did, it sure had to be more than plastique or something of the sort.”
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The main road through the southern portion of Sedona led directly to Cottonwood, and Dan soon reached it and the clinic there.  He walked in with Mark at his side.  Then Dan inquired about how to find Arnold and was given directions.  When they reached his room, Evan was stationed outside the door.  He watched as the tall, handsome Dan walked up with the shorter, stocky Mark.

They stopped in front of Evan.  “Hi, I’m Dan Orf, with Gold Rush Insurance, and this is Lieutenant Mark Yomo of the Honolulu Police Department.”

Evan looked the two men over.  “I’m Evan Nelson, FBI.  What’s a Honolulu cop doing here in Cottonwood?”

Mark grinned.  “Hope to identify a bombing suspect for you.”

Evan softened his tone slightly.  “How’d you find out we don’t know who we have?”

Dan smiled.  “Vee have our sources.  Actually, my boss called the Sedona police and found out the situation, after a Miss Knight called us to report an attempt on Buchanan’s life and that his house, which we have insured, was blown up.  I understand you have the suspected bomber in custody, but don’t know who he is because he has no fingerprints and had no ID on him.”

Evan looked back at Mark.  “What makes you think you can identify him?” 

“I know a bomber with no prints.  Busted him three times, but only got one conviction.  Obviously, if it’s ‘Two Toes’ you have, I didn’t get him sent away for long enough.”

Evan rubbed the back of his neck.  “Two Toes?”

“Yeah, if it’s the guy I think it could be, his name is Harold “Two Toes” Morris.  Blew off three toes on his right foot with a bomb he was making that never got used on anybody but him.  Pity he didn’t kill himself with it.  The no fingerprints was another little goof-up on his part...slipped and tripped hands-first into a vat of acid.  But don’t let those two incidents fool you.  He’s a well-known, and quite successful bomb expert.”

Evan nodded, reached behind him, and tapped on the door outside Arnold’s room.  A few seconds later, Carlos opened the door and was introduced to Dan and Mark.  Then Evan smiled.  “Carlos, take them down to our basket case without a name.  Lieutenant Yomo thinks he can ID him for us.”

As Carlos walked off, he said over his shoulder, “Follow me.”

Inside Harold’s room, Mark looked at the swollen head and face of the man, lifted up the bedsheet covering his right foot, and nodded his head.  “You’d never know from looking at his face, but this is old Two Toes.  Never seen you looking better, you sorry piece of shit.”

Dan, who obviously knew Mark well as a kindhearted man, was taken aback by Mark’s total lack of sympathy for Harold’s condition.  “You don’t seem to like this guy too much, pal.”

Mark grunted.  “Son-of-a-bitch blew up a nice young couple that saw something they shouldn’t have.  We never could make the case against him, but I know damn well he did it.  I’m just sorry this Buchanan guy didn’t kill him with his baseball bat.”

As the three men walked back toward Arnold’s room, Carlos asked for and received as much information as Mark could remember on Harold, and Mark promised to fax the complete file on Harold to the Phoenix FBI office, marked to Carlos’ attention.

When they got back to Evan, he was brought up to date on the identification.  He nodded his head in acknowledgment.  “Thanks, Lieutenant Yomo.”

“Mark’s fine.”

“Fair enough, I’m Evan”

Mark held out his hand and shook Evan’s.  “You may not be so friendly when I give you one more piece of news.”

Evan looked questioningly at Mark.  “Oh, what’s that?”

“The guy does a lot of work for the Chinese.  Our guess is that it’s not just for the Tongs...the Mainland guys, too.  Dan said some of the stuff they have insured is so secret, they don’t even know what they have insured.  If I was you, I’d look west—far west, past Hawaii.”

Evan set his jaw.  “Damn, you’re right.  I’m not too thrilled to hear that, though it doesn’t surprise me.”

Dan changed the subject.  “I’d like to see Buchanan.  One of my jobs is to protect him until we get this mess sorted out.”

Evan looked calmly at Dan.  “The FBI can handle that.”

Dan showed no anger at being rebuffed.  “Agent Nelson, I understand your feelings, but I am gonna see him, and I am gonna protect him.  I don’t want to be a pain in the ass, and I don’t really want to go over your head, but if I have to call John Engle, I will.  Why don’t we just try to work together on this?”

Evan looked at Dan, and felt the man was neither bluffing nor blowing smoke.  “I take it you know the Director?”

“You take it correctly.  We went to school together.  And since my wife, Janet—who works with me—helped solve a case for you guys recently, he thinks my shit doesn’t stink.”

“Orf.  Janet Orf.  Sure, I remember your name now...or at least your wife’s.  That was good work on the sabotage on the LV Charter plane.  You’re right...your shit doesn’t stink.”

Dan grinned.  “Well, at least not Janet’s.”

Evan held out his hand.  “Okay, let’s work together on this.  I’m Evan.”

Dan took the offered hand.  “Good, I’m Dan.  Let’s go in and talk to Mr. Buchanan.”

Evan nodded and held the door open.  As Dan and Mark walked in, he asked, “Carlos, how about watching the hall?”

“Sure, Evan.”

Evan introduced Dan and Mark to Arnold, who insisted on first names.  Then Dan asked, “Arnold, do you...”

“No, I don’t know why he tried to kill me, whoever he is.”

“...have any idea where the guy could have parked his car?  The cop’s have looked all around your place and haven’t been able to find it.  We already know—thanks to Mark—who he is, but any additional information would be helpful.”

“Sorry.  I thought you were gonna ask if I knew why I was a target.  If the police have already checked out the area, I’d be of no help, because they obviously know it better than I do.  Wait a minute, there is a guy—name’s John—nice young fella.  He owns the best tourist post-card business around here and drives a tour jeep...actually owns the tour company.  He knows this area probably better than anybody else.  On top of that, his wife’s a fox.”

Dan was quickly warming up to Arnold, and made a mental note to be damn sure no harm came to the man.  “Where do I find John with the foxy wife?  It wouldn’t hurt to know his last name.”

Arnold laughed and told Dan where the jeep tour office was located.

Dan wrote down the information.  “Thanks.  Now, another question, if I may.”

“Shoot.”

Mark looked at Arnold.  “Bad choice of words around this guy.  He’s a bullet magnet.”

Dan gave Mark a mock dirty look, then looked back at Arnold.  “Ignore him, Arnold.  I’ve been shot twice in my life, both times he was less than ten feet away.  So, if you want a long life, it might be a good idea to stay away from him.  Anyhow, my question is when do you think you’ll be up, and out of here?  Oops...sorry for not asking sooner, but how are you doing?”

Arnold laughed.  “Better thanks.  I promised the damn doctor two days, but I’m thinking tomorrow sometime is close enough.  Guess I really better stay here another night.”

Dan smiled.  “What about your car?  Or how did you get up here?”

“In my car.  But that jerk didn’t get it, too.  It’s in the shop getting some routine maintenance.  They were gonna bring it around for me this morning.”

Dan looked at Evan.  “I have a plane.  Might not be a bad idea for Arnold to fly down to Phoenix with me when he checks outta here.”

Evan scratched the side of his face.  “Actually, that’s a damn good idea.  If whoever is behind this wants to try again, the road down to Phoenix offers a ton of places to do it.  I could have Carlos drive Arnold’s car down in tandem with me, and we could have you met in Phoenix and taken to his plant or his Phoenix house.”

Arnold raised his hand.  “Uh, fellas, my Phoenix home is better, ‘cause I’m a bit short of something to wear.  Which raises another question.  I had my wallet in the shorts I slid on before I left my local house before the blast, but I had a number of papers and other things that I’d sorta like to look for before I leave.”

Evan shook his head.  “Not necessary.  The local cops gathered up everything they could find, and put it in a couple of boxes for you.  Afraid they didn’t find much in the way of clothes, though.  On the other stuff, we—the FBI—should have our forensics team on the job by now.  If they run across anything of interest, they’ll bag or box it up.”

Dan offered, “If you give me your sizes, I’ll pick up something for you when I go see John with the foxy wife.”

Arnold chuckled, and gave Dan his measurements.  “By the way, casual, please.  I only wear ties when I absolutely have to.”

Dan smiled.  “One nice Hawaiian shirt coming up.”

Mark grunted.  “Round eyes trying to be funny.”

Before Dan could offer a retort, his cell phone rang.  “Orf.”

“Orf lesser here, darling.”

“Hi, wife.  What’ve you got for me?”

“That house is a total loss.  Looks like an Air Force plane dropped a bomb right in the middle of it.  Dan, I mean that place is a mess.  I can’t even guess what kind of explosives that guy used.  Other than that, Marty got you two rooms.  The keys are at the office.  If you get back after they close, the keys’ll be hanging outside for you...rooms 14 and 15.” 

“Okay, thanks, honey.  You better get on down to Phoenix.  Keep a close eye on Miss Knight.  Uh, hold on a second.”

As Dan mentioned Nancy, Arnold held up his hand again.  Dan nodded in his direction.  “Yeah, Arnold.”

“She, Nancy, went to the plant.”

“With FBI escort,” chimed in Evan with a grin. 

Dan looked at Evan, nodded, and grinned.  “Honey, Miss Knight is at the Buchanan Industries plant.  Go on down that direction.  I’ll call you on the plane later.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





