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Chapter 1





  Late October




   




  As the sun fell behind the mountains, Special Agent Dutch Brown stared out at the Pearl River and took in the scent of the waterway, grateful for the lack of mosquitoes and other insects that would have clouded around him if he were back home.




  Dutch and his partner, Harry Ludec, were in an old burrowed out enclosure mid-way up a small hill; given the discarded food containers and other trash, it was a place that smugglers had probably used for decades, Dutch figured. The vantage point afforded them a view of a small dock, and a view of the only exit leading from the parking lot at the foot of the hill.




  Through a pair of binoculars, Harry surveyed the darkening horizon.




  “Anything?” Dutch whispered to his partner of three years.




  “Nope.”




  Silence set in as the two agents kept their eyes moving, Harry scanning for the approaching boat while Dutch visually checked off the men on the team, positioned around the small secluded area. Unless you knew where to look, they were virtually invisible.




  He hoped the hastily put-together mission would work.




  Dutch continued his surveillance. It was an unassuming place, an abandoned textile company’s unloading area. In the parking lot, patches of grass grew between cracks in the asphalt. Years of wind and water blowing off the river were clearly evident in the rotted wood that hung on the few remaining buildings. Dutch estimated that the dock, just north of his position, could accommodate four boats, but it didn’t appear that the place had had visitors for quite some time. An old wooden fishing boat that looked as if it had been washed up on shore twenty years earlier perched on an elevated platform. Dutch could make out the slightest shadow of moment from the wheelhouse porthole, and knew that it was Agent Fedder from the CIA.




  Roughly forty-five yards to the south at the only entrance to the parking lot sat Scali and Savard, two rookie agents who had only been on the job at the CIA’s Far East posting for a few months. They were positioned on either side of the one road leading into the fenced parking lot. Agent Scali was inside an abandoned guard shack, its windows boarded up and wooden fascia boards pulled loose from the foundation.




  Agent Savard was situated in a drainage pipe on the opposite side of the fifteen-foot-wide road. A small bridge crossed a stream carrying run off from the surrounding area, and the pipe was sunk on the side of the bridge in such a way that Agent Savard had an unimpeded view of the dock. On the east side of the lot was a rusted chain link fence covered on top with loosely strung barbed wire. The fence terminated at the guard shack.




  All in all, it's a perfect place to smuggle something in, thought Dutch.




  On the hillside below Dutch counted five camouflaged members of the SWAT unit of the Beijing Police Department’s Organized Crime Division. They had been uncharacteristically cooperative with the two agencies from the United States Government. Dutch liked to think his charming personality had convinced them it was to their benefit to allow the sting operation on their soil, but he knew better. It was Harry who pointed out that it was more likely the Chinese government was looking to score points with the United States in order to help ease the restrictions the President had put in place during her first week in office. The new tariffs seriously altered the favorable trade balance that the Chinese had enjoyed for the previous decade, and many pundits believed if the stiff tariffs were lifted, China would emerge as the world’s economic leader.




  Dutch still liked his version of the story.




  About a quarter mile outside the parking lot perimeter waited members of the Beijing Police Department set strategically around the four roads leaving the dock area. They sat in unmarked cars that would be called in if things went wrong.




  Earlier in the day, Commander Tu, who was in charge of the members of the organized crime division, had failed to convince Dutch to let the police officers know why they were there. Dutch stood firm, knowing full well that the Beijing police department wasn’t known for their officers being above suspicion. Tales of corruption and close ties with the Triad, or Chinese mafia, haunted the department. If Dutch had a little more political backing—or time—he wouldn’t have used anyone but his own men and a token representation from Beijing. But things moved too quickly once they received the tip from the CIA that the smuggled U.S. currency would arrive tonight. Dutch didn’t have time to set up the ambush exactly as he would have liked.




  Harry nudged Dutch. “When did Cheng say they were coming?” he said, referring to the CIA’s mole in the Triad who had been working with them over the previous few months on the case.




  As he answered, Dutch’s eyes never stopped their systematic surveillance of the team’s positions.




  “Just after sunset,” he said, observing the last hues of purple the setting sun cast as it fell beneath the horizon. “Shouldn’t be long now.”




  Harry went back to his binoculars for another few minutes before speaking again. “What do you think?”




  Dutch tilted his head an inch and said, “He’s been right so far.”




  “What. Do. You. Think?” Harry asked again, emphasizing each syllable.




  Dutch hesitated. “I would have felt better with more time.”




  “Too late now,” Harry pointed downriver, where a faint light shone, clearly moving toward them.




  Dutch tapped the microphone attached to his camouflage jacket. “Everyone, ready. Await my signal.”




  Harry focused the binoculars. “Appears to be twin motors, about a thirty footer. Two men—wait—three visible.”




  Dutch checked his team’s positions one last time.




  “Anything else?” Dutch said as the boat drew nearer.




  “I’d say there are enough boxes on deck to hold five, maybe six million. A guy in a white hat is sitting on top of the boxes—I’d say five or six of them.”




  Dutch grunted as he calculated how much time before the boat docked. Just then he heard a truck driving down the dirt road. Dutch looked to see headlights streaming ahead of a military Humvee. The grinding noise of the gears gave away its distance to them.




  “That’s a good sign,” Harry said, still focused on the boat.




  “Yeah, they’re not expecting us.” He regretted saying it as soon as it came out of his mouth. Dutch wasn’t a very superstitious man, but he didn’t want to leave anything to chance for another major bust in his short career.




  Harry gently put his binoculars down on the dirt, then reached inside his bullet proof vest for his weapon. Dutch did the same as the Humvee stopped twenty feet from the dock. Two men emerged from the front of the vehicle and stood by the hood. The lighting was too poor to make out anything but silhouettes and just enough of their faces to determine they were of Chinese descent. One of the men was much smaller than the other by about a foot.




  Just then, the boat cut its engines and drifted toward the dock. Dutch could see just the trace outline of Agent Fedder’s gun protruding from the opening in the wheelhouse.




  The man behind the wheel of the boat maneuvered it to the side of the dock as the man without the white hat jumped out to tie it up. The two men in front of the Humvee approached the dock. Dutch couldn’t tell whether anyone remained in the vehicle.




  Once the boat was secured, the other two disembarked and met the men on the dock. All were dressed in dark clothes, with the exception of the one white hat, who appeared to be the leader. He stood in front and spoke with the men from the dock. Dutch was too far away to hear anything but a murmur. Dutch took a quick look again to ensure everyone was ready and waiting for his order to converge.




  White hat gestured to the Humvee while the other two men who had arrived in it waved their arms as if they didn’t know what he was talking about. Then white hat nodded to the two who had been aboard the boat with him. They turned and moved back toward the boat. As soon as they did, the back door of the Humvee opened and out stepped an enormous man.




  Bald, he stood about six foot five, and Dutch figured he had to weigh three hundred fifty pounds. Like the other two, his facial features looked to be Chinese. He had small hands that moved back and forth as if he were cracking his knuckles. Between the man’s girth and the length of the long black overcoat he wore, Dutch could only imagine what he was carrying for weaponry.




  The man slowly sauntered to the group standing by the dock. White Hat approached him and the two shook hands. They spoke a few words, a few nods of the head, and whatever appeared to be the sticking point was apparently settled. White Hat turned and motioned to his men, who went to the boat and lifted the crates sitting in the back. The other two men from the Humvee assisted in the unloading process.




  Dutch could feel Harry shift his position.




  “Not yet,” Dutch muttered under his breath. Something didn’t seem right, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.




  White Hat and the fat man stood in front of the dock and conversed until the boxes, five in all, were removed from the boat.




  Dutch’s breathing became very shallow as he braced himself for the quick run twenty or so feet to the parking lot. He peered at the two leaders, who shook hands and exchanged pleasantries. They certainly looked as though they didn’t expect anything to go wrong.




  Just as Dutch was about to give the order to converge, a crackle came over his radio.




  Dutch covered the mic with his hand and turned to Harry. “Who the hell is breaking radio silence?”




  “Moving into position now,” came a voice with a heavy Chinese accent loud enough to break the quiet on the hillside.




  The suspects' heads all swiveled in Dutch and Harry’s direction.




  “Move, move, move!” Dutch yelled into his microphone as the surrounding area exploded into action.




  Commander Tu’s men came out of nowhere and descended the hill. One of them opened fire, and the scene quickly dissolved into chaos.




  The men by the dock pulled out their weapons and began firing wildly toward the hillside.




  The fat man threw off his overcoat to reveal an Uzi sub machine gun, then sprayed the hill, just below Dutch’s position. Dutch took aim at the fat man and squeezed off two shots, dropping him like a boulder with two bullets in the chest.




  White Hat ran toward the old guard house. Agent Scali bound out, pointing his Beretta 92 at the man’s head.




  On the dock, the driver of the boat began firing what sounded to Dutch like an M—42 machine gun, and two of Tu’s men fell.




  Agent Fedder took aim and the boat captain’s head exploded.




  Shots continued to rain down from the attack team, and the two men from the Humvee collapsed in a hail of gunfire.




  As the gunfire subsided, a haze of smoke settled on the scene as Dutch scanned the area for the last deckhand. Harry had scrambled down the hill and was now moving toward Agent Scali, who stood in front of the wounded White Hat. Commander Tu and his uninjured men, along with Agent Fedder, inspected the dead bodies along the dock.




  Dutch spotted movement to his right. It was barely perceptible at first and came from the most unlikely direction. Dutch stood still, almost as if he were afraid to scare away his prey. A shape moved on the other side of the barbed wire-topped fence, in between rows of stacked wooden crates. He estimated the man was about forty yards from Agent Scali and White Hat, but no one else seemed to notice him.




  Dutch moved closer, but had no idea how the man was even able to scale the fence without anyone seeing him.




  Harry stopped walking and looked at his partner, but Dutch raised a hand in an unspoken signal. Quickly and quietly, Dutch passed to the end of the fence at the exit from the parking lot, then looked around. His prey wasn’t visible.




  Then, like a flash, the man bolted from behind the last stack of crates and with remarkable speed headed to the trees lining the opposite side of the street. Dutch raised his Glock, instantly calculating the shooting solution in his head as his body pivoted to keep up with the man’s speed. He was about to yell an order to freeze when the man began yelling as he ran. Dutch couldn’t make out what he was saying, but the next thing bullets stitched the ground around him.




  Dutch hit the ground and crawled toward the guard shack for cover. Looking back, he saw Agent Scali lying on the ground. Harry was on his elbows and knees propelling himself toward the fence. Keeping his head down while bullets kicked up bits of dirt and asphalt, Dutch fired blindly in the direction the bullets were coming from, but for each round he got off, it seemed another ten came back at him.




  He crawled until his hand felt the wooden base of the guard shack. He moved around to the side facing the dock and raised himself up by his back against the wall. Chunks of wood spewed from the corner of the shack, preventing Dutch from getting a look at his assailants.




  Harry sidled up to him.




  “What the fuck!” Harry yelled over the din, as splintered wood flew in their direction.




  Then, as quickly as the barrage had started, it stopped. Dutch held his position and scanned the area where Commander Tu and his men had taken cover behind the bullet-riddled Humvee. Agent Savard had retreated back to his post in the storm drain and appeared to be all right.




  Dutch then looked at the spot where moments earlier White Hat had been surrendering to Agent Scali. What he saw would stay with him for the rest of his life.




  Agent Scali lay face down in a pool of his own blood. Half of his head was missing, and the red blood still trickled from the gouge, mixed with a greenish liquid. Brain fluid.




  Time seemed to stand still for a moment, and then movement suddenly came from everywhere. Commander Tu called in his police force from outside the fence area, and they came running. Harry ran to Agent Scali and knelt, instinctively putting his hand on the dead man’s back as if there was something he could do to help. Six of the Chinese police officers, weapons drawn, stood in a line at the exit of the parking lot.




  Gesturing wildly, Commander Tu screamed at the men in front of him.




  “Commander!” Dutch shouted, more as an enraged statement than a question.




  Tu pivoted to face Dutch, his face glowing red. He bowed to Dutch and said, “Agent Brown, my apologies.”




  Dutch looked at the scene and noticed that two police officers were missing. He pivoted in a circle to see bodies, injured and dead, scattered on the ground. Two team members stood with their weapons at their sides. The CIA agents walked toward them. Dutch felt his body clench as he methodically searched for the one man he wanted to see most of all, but could not.




  White Hat was missing.




  



  
Chapter 2





  “The Senator implied that he couldn’t afford to get behind this bill as written with the mid-term election just a couple of months away” said Presidential Chief of Staff Michael Harvey, looking toward the Director of Homeland Security and the White House Legal Counsel who sat on the beige couch opposite him in the Oval Office.




  The President moved the reading glasses down her nose in her trademark “I don’t give a shit” look of disgust. “Do I even have to say it?” the President said.




  “Madame President, I’m afraid you’ve got to face reality on this front. Your bill is just too controversial for Congress to get tangled up with right now. Only Congress can write legislation; the President may only recommend it. If she does so, then a member of Congress may introduce the bill for consideration. If you want to stick to your version, we’ve been told by more than one Representative in our party that they will delay the vote. Then you’ll be stuck rolling the dice waiting to see what the makeup of the new Congress will be.”




  White House Chief Counsel Preston Chase, sitting across from the Chief of Staff, nodded his agreement.




  “What the hell are you agreeing with him for?” the President said. I didn’t ask you in here to talk political strategy.”




  The President turned back to Harvey. “What are the polling numbers?”




  Harvey opened a folder and scanned a long list of figures. “Our projections right now are a possible loss of seven seats in the House and maybe two…” He paused, referring again to the figures. “No, three in the Senate. If that stands, it may be difficult to push through your immigration reform bill after the mid-terms.”




  The President stared off at the portrait of George Washington that seemed to be listening to the debate. She hoped to see some mystical answer revealed to her in the slight grin of the first President. She wondered how many men who sat in her chair had done the same thing over the years.




  After a moment, she focused on her lead counsel. “Mr. Chase, what do you propose?”




  A tall man in his early seventies, Preston Chase had been Lorraine Burton’s personal attorney for over two decades. “I’ve drafted a few amendments.”




  Removing a document from his briefcase, Chase stood, and then moved toward the President’s desk. Lorraine couldn't help but notice how well his perfectly tailored three-piece suit hung on his slender frame, and his gold pocket watch glinted under the fluorescent lights of the Oval Office




  Handing the document to the President, he took two steps back, his hands folded in front of him. “From everything we’ve learned from the Minority Leader, the changes laid out here should be enough to carry the vote in the House.”




  The President read the document. “Five year waiting period?” She continued to skim down the lines of the amendment. “Application for green cards after paying a five thousand dollar fine?” She looked up. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”




  “Madame President,” Harvey said as he approached the desk to take a place next to Chase. “With these changes, the flavor of the immigration reform bill you drafted stays essentially the same.”




  The President stood. “The same! The same? Are you kidding me? My bill says that no immigrant here in this country illegally will ever be able to request citizenship. You’re telling me that you want to adopt what amounts to essentially a five-year waiting period for complete amnesty?” She stared at the two men in front of her. “Mr. Harvey, why would you suggest that I accept these alterations to the bill?”




  “Because, Madame President, you’ll win the support of the House and most likely the Senate. You can then add a new immigration reform bill to your list of accomplishments within the first two years of your first term, as promised.”




  “Really Mr. Harvey? Really?” She fixing him with a stare.




  Her Chief of Staff returned her gaze with a look of quiet desperation.




  “Mr. Harvey, can you please tell me what exactly I did promise during the campaign?” she asked with a feigned sweetness to her voice.




  He exhaled. “You vowed to pass sweeping immigration reform for our country.”




  She nodded. “And do you think what is written on Mr. Chase’s new draft accomplishes that goal?”




  “It depends on your point of—”




  President Burton held up her hand. “I asked you a simple question that only requires a simple answer. The words ‘it depends on’ shouldn’t be heard in your reply.”




  Chief of Staff Michael Harvey let out a long breath before saying, “No.”




  “There, you see? That wasn’t difficult, was it?”




  Harvey’s face reddened. “But Madame President, you need to keep things in perspective. You have accomplished a large amount of what you set out to do in your first two years. Your approval rating is over sixty percent, unemployment is down four points, and the Dow Jones should break 20,500. This legislation may not be what you could call ‘sweeping’, but it accomplishes a lot. Why are you digging your heels in trying to hit a home run with this one piece of legislation when you’re already way ahead of the game?”




  “Gentlemen, please have a seat.” She beckoned them back to their respective couches. She took her place in one of the two caramel colored leather arm chairs that sat between the couches and in front of the glass coffee table.




  “I became President of the United States so I could make a difference in this country as well as the world. I know that sounds trite, but it’s the truth. According to you, Mr. Harvey, the American people seem to approve of the job we’re doing so far. So why is it that you feel I should compromise on the most important piece of legislation I’ve introduced to date? A piece of legislation that, need I remind you, is very near and dear to my heart.”




  “Because it would be better to compromise to ensure passage of something that’s important to you rather than roll the dice and come up empty,” said Chase.




  She slapped her knees with the palms of her hands and stood. “Well then, Mr. Chase, I guess that’s why you’ll never be President. You don’t like to take chances.” She returned to her desk, sat, put her glasses back on, and began reading a new folder that was waiting for her. “The answer is no,” she said without looking up. “If the members of my own party are too spineless to get behind real reform just to keep their jobs, then screw them.” She focused on Chase. “Hold back the bill until after the mid-terms. If they thought it was uncomfortable in the chambers before the election, you watch what I’m sending to the floor next year.” Now, she focused on Harvey. “Home run, Mr. Harvey? That’s small time. I’m going to hit a grand slam. My bill will pass, I guarantee it.” Looking again at the folder, she said, “You may all leave now, thank you.”




  The men stood and mumbled their customary “Thank you, Madame President” as they trudged out of the Oval Office. Lorraine Burton looked up after the door closed to find Harvey still standing in the middle of the room.




  Topping off at six feet even, the chief of staff was taller than she, which she liked. He preferred to wear his white hair parted on the left side of his head. There was enough there so as not to make it look like a bad comb over. He had green eyes and a sturdy, two hundred twenty pound frame. His winning smile could catch the best female reporters off guard; a trait he used often.




  She lowered her glasses and sat back in the chair.




  “Ahhh, Michael, forever the worrier. What is it now?”




  “Madame President—”




  “Madame President? We’re being awfully formal now, aren’t we? It’s just the two of us.”




  “Yes, Madame President, but we are discussing the business of the United States.”




  “You had no problem calling me Lorraine this morning when you woke me for round two.” She smiled coyly at him.




  His face reddened. “Yes, but Madame President, we’re in the Oval Office.”




  She stood and sauntered toward him, stopping less than six inches from his face. Her hand reached up and tapped him on the chin, and then she traced a line straight down his throat, past the buttons on his shirt, lingering briefly on the buckle of his belt. She nuzzled her nose into his ear as her hand continued further down, putting to rest any doubt that he wasn’t paying attention. Her Chief of Staff let out a controlled gasp.




  “Now, what’s on your mind?” she said.




  He stared up at the ceiling and backed away from her. “Madame—” he started, but was interrupted when she raised a finger. “Lorraine, eh, listen…” he trailed off, having trouble finding the words he wanted to use, but surrendered to the moment and let loose a chuckle.




  She laughed.




  Harvey stepped back from her and motioned to the couch a few feet away. “Madame President,” he said deliberately, “please sit.”




  She complied, liking this new commanding tone.




  Harvey lowered his voice. “Lorraine, I know how important this bill is to you, but I’m afraid that you may be letting personal issues cloud your judgment. It’s been ten years since Bill was killed—”




  She darted up from her seat.




  He pressed her shoulders, pushing her down. “Please Lorraine, hear me out.”




  She assumed he fully understood the dangerous territory he had ventured into.




  “The loss of your husband was a terrible thing to have happen. I can’t imagine what it must have felt like. My concern isn’t your motives, but one of perception. I know you feel strongly about changing the immigration laws, but the fact that your husband was killed by an illegal immigrant gives the impression that you may be blinded by personal feelings. It will appear as if you are trying to force through what you want instead of compromising. Believe me, Lorraine, two years ago when you first took office the compromise that’s now on the table would never have existed. But your track record and your approval ratings have the Minority Leaders running scared. This compromise is really a win for you. I urge you to take it and move on.”




  She sat quietly for a moment looking at him. “Well, thank you for being so candid.” She put her hands together. “Do you understand my feelings for you?”




  Michael smiled and sat back. “Well, yes, of course. But that’s a totally different subject. I feel the same way about you. That’s why I can see your motivations. At least I think I can.”




  His face relaxed, taking on a relieved look as though he thought he was finally getting through to her.




  “Good,” she said, then stood to her full five-foot-ten-inch frame. She slowly crossed over and sat on the coffee table so their knees were touching one another. Reaching out, she took his hands into hers and squeezed them affectionately.




  She continued in her softest voice, and giving him her biggest smile, said, “Michael, if you ever try to convince me to compromise on this fucking bill again, I’ll cut your balls off when we’re in bed.”




  Without waiting for a reply, she tapped his knee quickly and flashed her best campaign smile. “Meeting’s over.”




  

  
Chapter 3





  Troubled by the catastrophe that the mission in China had become, neither Harry nor Dutch could sleep on the trip back to Omaha. Now, back in the office, they waited for the debriefing session to begin.




  “How did the talk with Maryann Scali go?” Harry said.




  Dutch shrugged. “About as well as they all go. She was somber through most of it. But at the end, she was very quiet. There was a silence between us and she didn’t say a word for the longest time. I wasn’t sure what to do, but she looked me squarely in the eyes and said, ‘thank you.’ I don’t know, it was the way she said it, you know? Like she really appreciated what we do and what her husband did. Does that make sense?”




  Harry nodded and silently let the moment pass. After a moment he said, “How are you feeling?”




  “About as good as you look.”




  Harry looked up, grabbed a file and examined it while rubbing the stubble on his face. “What are you talking about? I look great.” The partners' desks sat face to face and the desk lamps were moved to each side to clear a passage for the multitude of folders they tossed on each other’s desks during the course of a typical investigation. Each knew not to keep a cup of coffee in the “landing zone” where a mis-thrown folder might veer off course and knock over the cup.




  “It’ll take a while for my body to adjust to Central Standard Time,” Harry said taking a long drag from his cup.




  “Come on, it’s a piece of cake. One good night's sleep should do it.”




  “Didn’t you say you were headed to Alexis’ tonight?”




  Dutch smiled. “Well, maybe it will be an extra day before I’m back on track.”




  Harry rolled his eyes. “You’re breaking my heart.”




  Two of the newest agents walked into the office. Fresh from the academy, they looked like they should still be in college. The taller of the two, Agent O’Brien, had red hair and freckles. Dutch remembered thinking the first time he saw him how good he’d be at undercover work. No one would ever peg him for a Federal agent.




  His partner was pudgy around the middle, with greasy straight black hair. Dutch thought his name was Meyers or something like that. He had never really had a chance to meet him.




  O’Brien said, “Dutch, Ben here doesn’t believe me. Can you please show him that trick from before?”




  Harry let out a sarcastic laugh.




  Dutch looked at O’Brien. “How much do you have riding on it?”




  O’Brien looked sideways sheepishly.




  His partner spoke up. “Twenty bucks. And I still don’t believe it.”




  Dutch stood. As tired as he was, he enjoyed the attention.




  Harry had to laugh again. “Watch out son, don’t be a fool with your money,” he warned Meyers.




  “What’s my cut?” Dutch asked O’Brien.




  He looked caught off guard. “Cut? I mean, sure, your cut. Well, I didn’t think….”




  Dutch laughed and said, “All right, but only because I need the practice. You can buy me a coffee later.”




  O’Brien looked relieved and smiled, nodding.




  “First, a history lesson for our newest agents. Before I do anything...Agent Meyers, is it?” Dutch looked for confirmation from the Agent that he got his name right. The man nodded.




  Dutch continued. “Please tell me who the person is in the picture hanging on the far wall.”




  Meyers peered to where Dutch pointed, an eight by eleven frameless photo of a woman hanging on the plain beige wall about twenty yards away. She had heavy eyelids bulging from a narrow face surrounded by long red hair.




  “That is a photo of Lynette 'Squeaky' Fromme,” Meyers answered.




  Dutch raised his eyebrows, impressed. “Very good, rook. Now, bonus points if you can tell me the agent that stopped her from killing President Ford and how.”




  Harry raised his hand, which Dutch ignored.




  Meyers furrowed his brow. “I believe he stopped the shooting by wedging his thumb between the hammer and the gun right before she took the shot with her Colt .45.”




  Dutch nodded and said, “That’s true. But it wasn’t my question. ”




  “Right.” Meyers looked to the ceiling for help.




  “Ahhhhkkk!” Dutch said, sounding like a buzzer in a game show. “O’Brien?” he asked, pointing to the redhead.




  “That would be Agent Larry Buendorf.”




  “Bonus points go to the Irishman. Good job, rook.”




  Dutch reached into his desk drawer and pulled out his Arrowhead throwing knife.




  “I thought you carried that under your vest,” O’Brien said.




  “When I’m wearing one. I’d rather not sweat while I’m in the office, if that’s Okay with you.”




  O’Brien blushed while Meyers marveled over the knife. It had an eight-and-a-quarter-inch stainless steel blade attached to a stone black handle with double brass rivets. The tip of the blade shone in the florescent lights.




  “Money on the table,” Dutch said to the agents who reached into their pockets, each pulling out a twenty, slapping them on the desk.




  Dutch stiffened both legs, locking his knees in place. His body was sideways to the photo of Squeaky at the end of the office. He lifted the knife by the handle, and then tossed it into the air and caught it by the sharp point on his index finger. He continued to balance the knife by the tip until he again flipped it into the air and allowed it to spin once, then caught it again by the point. One more time Dutch flipped it, only this time the knife spun twice in the air before he caught it by the tip on the same finger. Then, as quick as a flash, he let the knife drop, caught it by the handle and threw it across the office, lodging it in the forehead of poor Squeaky.




  “Shit!” Meyers yelled. “That’s unbelievable. Really fucking unbelievable.”




  He didn’t even seem to mind when O’Brien reached for the twenty and pocketed it.




  Dutch tried not to blush and said, “Anyone who wants to learn how to throw, just let me know. It’s a great skill to have.” When no one took him up on the offer, he pointed to O’Brien. “That’s the last time. Next time I get half.”




  O’Brien nodded and smiled as the pair exited the office.




  Harry, arms crossed, shook his head. “You’re just a show off, that’s all.”




  Dutch twisted his lips into a smile and said, “I may be, but that skill saved my life more than once in the field with the Seals.”




  There was a crackling noise, and their boss’s voice echoed from the phone base. “Harry, Dutch, we’re in Conference Room One.”




  “Showtime,” said Dutch. Each grabbed a stack of files and walked through the maze of cubicles built on creaking wooden floors. The Omaha Branch office building of the Secret Service was originally a mincemeat factory that developers had converted a decade earlier into office suites. The Secret Service occupied the entire top floor. The agents would joke that the building, like the agents inside it, wasn't quite ready for prime time. It sat on a somewhat busy intersection at South and 15th Streets on the Belvedere Point section of North Omaha, which was the highest elevation in an otherwise flat topography. Agents with windowed offices were afforded a good view of the city and its skyscrapers.




  Crews washed the windows every other week, but still couldn't keep up with the dust that constantly blew in off of the surrounding farmland. After windstorms, the dust on the building’s windows gave a feel of the aftermath of a blizzard in the Northeast.




  Portraits of past division chiefs hung in straight rows along the corridor, accentuating the uneven and sagging walls and floor. The smell of ancient wood, floor cleaning solution, and furniture polish reminded Dutch of the first day of school after summer vacation , when he would walk into the freshly scrubbed school hallways.




   




  Entering the conference room, Dutch instinctively focused on the line of windows in one wall that looked out over the city. Walking around the heavy oak table to find his seat, he couldn't help but notice how cracked and worn the pale green paint was, and wondered if the department's budget was really so slim so as not to allow a little updating of the decor.




  Division Chief Ken Needle sat at the head of the long conference table that was only half occupied. His chair, like the one that matched it at the other end of the table, was plusher and sat unmistakably higher than those that lined the sides of the table. In Dutch's mind, the idea of using furniture to dictate who was in charge belonged in the same era as the cracking paint on the walls.




  Needle’s sat, squeezing his hulking six-foot-five-inch frame into the old wooden chair. His hair was cropped short, and Dutch knew it was the way Needle had worn it all his life in the military.




  Special agent Mark Falk sat to Ken’s left. Falk was in his late twenties with a round head covered in unkempt black hair. Next to Falk was his partner, Agent Michael Langone. Also in his twenties, with the exception of his sandy blonde hair, he appeared to be a young Ken Needle.




  Dutch took the seat to Needle’s right, and Harry fell in next to him. Both set their stacks of files on the table, and Dutch mused that they resembled stacks of pancakes at an all-you-can-eat breakfast buffet at the local HoJo’s. Dutch let his eyes wander to the wall on the right, where hung a blank white screen. He thought it was rather low tech for the service, but the glamorous trappings of the agency hadn't quite hit the Omaha branch yet.




  Dutch looked across the table at the “odd couple,” as he and Harry referred to them, and shifted uncomfortably as he listened to them quietly talk to one another.




  “Who are we waiting for again?” Langone asked his partner.




  “That ‘Whiz Kid,’ Flecca.”




  “Whiz Kid? What are we, back in the seventies?”




  His partner laughed and said, “It’s how he got his nickname. Trust me, once you meet him you’ll see why it fits perfectly.”




  Langone looked puzzled for a second before saying, “Isn’t that the kid who was ordered to work here by the court a few years ago?”




  “You haven’t really got the whole story,” Dutch said. He’d gotten to know Flecca very well in that time and became fast friends.




  When Dutch began working in Omaha, he had hit it off with Whizzer right away. He found out that once he got to know him, the ‘nerdy’ exterior whittled away to expose a very smart and funny young man. Besides helping Dutch and Harry too many times to count with his prowess for the more technical skills needed for investigations, he thought much like the partners had. He certainly didn’t mind taking chances or even "bending" the rules when necessary. The three of them made a great team. It also didn’t hurt that on the occasions that Whizzer had dinner with Dutch, Dutch brought along Alexis. Whizzer had a mad crush on Alexis and flirted with her non-stop. She played to him like a conductor to an orchestra and they had shared tons of laughs together.




  ”And you do?” Falk asked.




  Dutch shrugged. “Pretty much. Flecca was arrested for underage drinking when he was eighteen. But he had a history with the arresting officer, who’d been out to get him for years. Two days before he was scheduled to go in front of the judge, he hacked into the local police department’s database and found the home address of the officer and sent a male stripper dressed as a cop to his house.”




  The room erupted into howls. “No!” said Langone.




  Dutch held up his hand. “Honest truth. Flecca hid across the street and videotaped the show. Somehow the video quickly found its way to every e-mail in the precinct. Flecca even charged the stripper to the cop’s credit card.”




  Langone’s jaw hung slack. “You’re bullshitting.”




  Harry picked up where Dutch left off. “It’s all true. But the judge was so impressed he said society would be better off if Flecca’s talents were used with computers rather than doing laundry.’




  Needle spoke next. “That was five years ago. Mr. Flecca, feels that breaking laws while employed by the federal government was a pretty damn good job.




  As though on cue, Richard Flecca entered, and the assembled agents spontaneously applauded as he took a seat.




  “Wow,” said Flecca. “I’ll be late more often. Sorry.”




  Just 23, Richard Flecca was a true "whiz kid," and his nickname around the office was "Whizzer." The first thing Dutch noticed, just as he supposed anyone did, was Flecca's thick, oval-shaped bottleneck glasses that appeared too big for his head. The remnants of acne on his round freckled face did nothing to dispel his youngish looks. He slumped slightly when he walked to his seat. He couldn’t have weighed any more than a hundred fifty pounds soaking wet, and his corduroy pants and partially untucked navy-and-orange checkered cotton shirt hung off his body.




  Whizzer took his seat and immediately opened his laptop and began tapping away on the keys. He glanced at the bare white screen until a light blue haze began to form. Within a minute, the all too familiar United States Secret Service logo appeared. Whizzer looked up at the men seated around the table and seemed almost surprised, as if everyone had walked in and taken their seats while he was working on his laptop.




  “All right, let’s get started,” Needle said as he placed his two hands on the table and stood, giving the impression that he needed the extra help to hoist his body out of his seat. “First of all, from an accounting standpoint I’d like to say congratulations to you both,” he said, speaking to Dutch and Harry. “The final tally of the money you secured in Donguan, China totaled five million, four hundred thousand.” A murmur of appreciation came from the opposite end of the table.




  “Thank you sir,” Dutch said. “But I would rather have brought home a person instead of the money.”




  Harry grunted his agreement.




  “Agreed, but it’s still over five million accounted for that we didn’t have last week. Good job to you both. From an operational standpoint, let’s break it down.”




  He nodded at Whizzer, who went to work on the laptop keys as the logo disappeared and an aerial view of the Human Port and Pearl River appeared.




  “Mr. Flecca has a series of still shots recovered from our satellite positioned over the towns of Donguan and Guangzhou at the time of the operation.”




  As Dutch narrated, Flecca clicked through a series of satellite images of the night, playing out frame by frame the events of the raid.




  Dutch tensed as the screen showed agent Scali, down with a bullet to the head.




  Drawing a breath, Dutch regained his composure. “Once agent Scali was down, the primary suspect fled past the fence and into the street.” While Dutch spoke, a new image appeared. “We were immediately shot at from an unknown number of assailants from the direction the primary headed.” The photo showed all the agents taking cover on the ground.




  The final satellite picture showed the aftermath of the shootout. The police, CIA, and Chinese SWAT forces were huddled together.




   




  Dutch continued narrating through the remainder of the images, still haunted by the image of Scali’s lifeless body. Finally, his part of the debriefing was over. He took his seat and nodded to Harry, who stood and continued the narration as a grid map of the area lit up the screen.




  When Harry covered the escape of the man in the white hat, Langone interrupted. “So, it looks like he must’ve fled east, is that right?”




  Dutch fielded the question. “Actually, just the opposite. We believe our suspect ran toward the barrage of gunfire.”




  Agents Falk and Langone scoffed. “Why would he do that?” said Falk.




  “We believe one of the pairs of police officers stationed just outside the gate was really working for the Triad. When things went bad, they kept us all at bay with their gunfire but allowed our primary to run toward them. Once he reached the pair, they got into the unmarked police car and took off.”




  “That doesn’t make any sense,” said Falk.




  Harry said, “Actually it makes perfect sense. What better way to let someone escape than to shoot around them, keeping everyone behind on the ground and taking cover? We didn’t even know which direction he went until we saw this satellite photo of his escape.”




  “Hence the two missing police officers,” Needle said.




  “And a shitload of empty casings found outside the fence line matching those we recovered from the smuggler’s Micro Uzis. My guess would be same ammo, but bigger guns based on the amount of lead they threw at us,” Dutch added.




  Needle continued, “Okay, what about the other suspect who sounded the alarm and fled into the woods?”




  Dutch shook his head. “No luck finding him, either.”




  “What does Commander Tu say?” Needle said.




  Harry shrugged. “What do the Chinese always say? It’s an embarrassment, his department has been shamed, all the usual things. It still doesn’t bring back White Hat.”




  Needle looked at him, one eyebrow raised. “You’re not buying it?”




  Harry looked at Dutch, then back to his chief. “Sir, it’s no secret the Triad has agents within the police force. It’s one of the most corrupt in the world. Frankly, I was disappointed when the service didn’t give us more help from our own resources.”




  Needle slowly nodded. “Well, I’m sure with one dead CIA agent, this will now get the attention of much more than the Secret Service.”




  Harry leaned forward. “Sir, I’ve been in touch with Hannady in Langley. Their agents have been scouring the area looking for clues. They’ve met with all the members of the backup force and haven’t turned up anything. The information they have gathered isn’t worth shit. Whizzer and some members of the CIA’s technical crew are trying to clean up the partial photo of the man who ran into the woods. They think they might get something we can run through our database soon. Unfortunately, we never got anything close on the face of the man wearing the white fedora. It looks like we may run into a dead end on that front.”




  Both Dutch and Harry sat back down.




  Needle folded his hands on the table and looked straight ahead without focusing on anything. “All right. Big picture: what are we looking at?”




  Dutch didn’t hesitate. “Sir, we’re obviously looking at more people involved with this smuggling ring than we originally suspected. Going into this, we thought that the entry point in China was a cleverly disguised area where small shipments coming and going wouldn’t be noticed. Now we have strong evidence the Chinese mafia is involved. Commander Tu ran backgrounds on the three men from the Humvee that were killed. All of them have known ties to the Triad. As for the driver of the boat who was killed, he was an American. The CIA has uncovered his identity as one—” Dutch opened a folder and scanned it. “Phillip Crowthier. His record is rather unremarkable. Time in jail for petty theft, B and E, that type of thing. No known ties to any group inside or outside the states. He’s just a typical gun for hire.”




  Needle pressed his index fingers under his lip. “So what do we know for sure as of this point in time?”




  Dutch nodded to Falk and Langone to field Needle's question. He wanted them involved as much as possible with this side of the investigation, no matter his personal feelings about them. As of that moment, they were the only two resources available.




  Falk sat up straight and cleared his throat. “Sir, Agent Langone and I are in the process of tracking down the payroll records from the Port of Camden in Jersey for the last two weeks. From the information Dutch and Harry gave us, this is the most likely departure point of the money that surfaced in China. Odds are that Crowthier was probably employed there as well.”




  Evidently, Needle didn’t have much confidence in the two either because he turned back to Dutch and asked, “And please tell me again why you’re so sure those crates you recovered left from the Jersey Shore?”




  Dutch looked to Whizzer. Instantly a new photo of a stack of wooden crates piled on top of one another showed on the screen.




  “Sir, these are the crates that contained the money. They are also available for inspection down the street at our warehouse where they’re being kept for evidence.”




  Whizzer switched to a close up of one of the crates.




  “You’ll notice a red mark in the top right corner.”




  Dutch paused to let everyone examine what he was referring to.




  “Looks like all the other marks on the crate,” Langone said.




  A new picture appeared, this one a close up of the mark.




  “It does, but look at the shape of the mark. It’s an eyeball with a red pupil. This mark is what shipping companies on the Jersey Shore use for certain cargo. When foremen on the dock see this mark, they know that particular cargo is going into the ship’s hold separately and must stay on top, not stacked under all the other crates. They’ve used the same symbol for years.”




  “And how do you know this?” Falk asked.




  Dutch shrugged. “Luck. I grew up in Jersey and hung out by the docks, so I picked up a few things. I’d know that symbol anywhere.” He turned to Needle and said, “Sir, I can tell you without hesitation that the red eyeball stamped on the top right corner of these crates means they left from the Jersey Shore. It’s impossible to forget.”




  His boss opened the folder in front of him and took out a still photo of the crate with the symbol on it, studied it, then slid it back.




  Needle motioned for him to continue.




  “Sir, Harry and I have got to get up to Jersey and look for ourselves. I’d also like to coordinate with Tim Mackenzie of the New Jersey State Police office to assist once we get there.”




  “Why involve the state police in Jersey?”




  “Mackenzie and I went to school together. He’s an old friend. He also knows more about what goes on down at the docks than anyone in our agency. He’ll be able to help us find where on the dock the money left from.”




  “Plus,” Harry said without letting Needle respond, “he’s someone we can trust. He can point us in the right direction and save us days of poking around trying to find out the lay of the land.”




  “Okay, who do you need?” said Needle.




  “Obviously we’ll need a couple of agents from the Jersey branch to begin with. Harry and I will need a place to work out of for a few days as well.” Dutch paused in thought before adding, “Also, sir, I’d like you to make a call and get A.J. Burke put on the case with us. He’s based out of D.C.”




  “Burke?”




  “Yes, sir. He and I came out of the academy together. He’s assigned to the Treasury Department. He heads up logistics for the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. Indications are that’s where the money has gone missing from. This way we’ve got the beginning, middle, and ending points being represented in the investigation.”




  “How sure are you the money is missing from there?”




  “Sir, the serial numbers on the recovered money show that they were printed in D.C.”




  “All right,” Needle said and rose from the chair. “Keep me informed as to the progress.”




  “Thank you, sir,” the partners said in unison.




  

  
Chapter 4





  Alexis lit the last candle on the dinner table, then went to the dimmer switch on her dining room wall and lowered the lights just a little bit more. Everything looked perfect. In the kitchen, she lowered the oven to a temperature to keep the baked ziti warm, just in case she and Terry didn’t get to dinner right away. After all, it had been over a week since they last saw one another.




  She moved through the hallway and stopped to check her reflection in the mirror. The heat of the kitchen disrupted her straight hair and she wanted to look her best tonight. She tucked one of her bangs back behind her ear. Her hair curled right below her chin, and the jet black color accentuated her large round, cool blue eyes. Though she hated her nose—it just seemed too wide—Terry said it was the feature that he liked most. He said he always liked women with “untraditional features.” Alexis wasn’t really sure if that was meant as a compliment.




  After another final look in the mirror, she stuck her tongue out at herself, mocking her vanity, and headed back to the kitchen.




  Moments later she heard the key in the lock and knew it was Terry arriving.




  She half skipped and half jogged the twenty feet to the door, and when Terry opened it she leaped into his arms, knowing he would catch her. Their lips met.




  When they had finished kissing, Dutch said, “Do you welcome all your guests like this?”




  “Only the lucky ones.”




  He continued holding her, caressing her as they made their way into the living room.




  Setting her down, he cradled her face in his muscular hands. “How are you, babe?”




  She lowered her head down to his so she could kiss him before answering, “Better now. I’ve missed you.”




  “Ditto. We can’t let this happen again.”




  “I’m fine with that, but I’m not the problem. You are. I never leave home.” She chuckled.




  He rolled his eyes. “Oh yeah, babe, you’re always here. I’ve had more sex with your voicemail than I have with you lately.”




  “Oh yeah?” She smiled. “Well, we’ll have to change that tonight, won’t we?”




  She kissed him again, this time allowing her tongue to find its way between his lips. He folded his arms to bring her tighter against his body. Even in this awkward position, they seemed to "fit" as she always put it, like two puzzle pieces.




  Dutch lifted her up slightly and adjusted his pants.




  She laughed. “Having a little problem down there?”




  “No problem at all. Just gotta get a little more room. It’s really a curse you know, needing all that room.”




  “Depends on your point of view, I guess. From where I sit, it’s no problem whatsoever.” She kissed him again, and then moved her hand down between his legs until she could feel his arousal grow.




  He carefully stood, made one more adjustment to his pants, then took her hand and led her to the bedroom.




   




  Exhaling loudly, Alexis rolled onto her back, her chest still heaving. She tried to get her breath back under control. She stared up at the ceiling as her eyes slowly began to regain their focus. She let her hand drop onto Dutch. The warm sweat that soaked both of their bodies made his chest slick. She turned her head to look at her boyfriend, whose breathing wasn’t nearly as heavy as hers was.




  “Was it good for you?” she said.




  Dutch looked at her and laughed.




  “I feel like I just ran a marathon, and you’re hardly breathing hard.”




  “Hon, that’s because I’m in much better shape than you are,” he teased.




  Alexis wasn’t a health nut, but she was religious about hitting the gym three times a week. She turned on her side and rested her head on her hand so she could face him. The moonlight filtering through the blinds made her boyfriend’s sweat-soaked body glisten. She took a finger and traced his stiff jaw line down to his chin. His face was handsome and very regal looking. His nose, unlike hers, curved perfectly. She admired his chestnut brown eyes that matched his hair. Her finger continued tracing up and onto his head, where she tried to grab a handful of his freshly cut hair, but there wasn’t enough to hold. She liked the crew cut look.




  He kissed her finger as it moved past his lips, past his chin, and down his chest. She liked to trace the lines in his well-defined six pack abs. As her finger caressed the sculpted lines of his muscles, his body twitched.




  “Ticklish?”




  He grabbed her finger and brought it back to his lips. “Down there I am.” He turned on his side so the two faced one another.




  “Hi, beautiful,” he said, smiling.




  “Hey,” she said in almost a whisper.




  “I’ve really missed you.”




  She nodded. “Me too. It’s getting harder to spend time away from you.”




  He grunted his agreement and kissed her finger again.




  “Do you think there’s a way we could possibly do something about this problem?” The question she asked was a familiar one.
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