




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





The door swung open silently.



The distant, high-pitched cry of a gull echoed in Horatio’s ear like a warning.

He entered the house, Glock held rock-steady in front of him, sighting down the barrel. Delko was no more than a step away. Horatio moved slowly through the large living room, noting that it had been cleaned up since the last time he’d been here; the blood on the walls had been washed away, the splintered furniture removed.

He could see a seated figure through the doorway to the kitchen, its back to him.

“Place your hands on top of your head!” Horatio called out.

The figure turned slowly, the chair itself swiveling.

Abdus Sattar Pathan regarded Horatio with a slight smile on his face.
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THE DAY AFTER CHRISTMAS, thirteen men died in Miami.

Two perished in an accident on the freeway, victims of too much holiday cheer and not enough judgment. One died in a fire caused by a string of faulty Christmas tree lights, and one was shot in a drunken family dispute over a football game on television.

The other nine had gathered in a junkyard on the outskirts of Homestead. Two guarded the gate, two were situated in hidden positions with sniper rifles, and four provided heavily armed protection for the last man. He carried no visible weapons, only a large metal suitcase with scarred, khaki-green sides.

The man’s name was Marcello Fratelli, known as Miami Marko to his associates. Marko favored extremely tight T-shirts that showed off his steroidenhanced, overly tanned physique, coupled with the most expensive, custom-tailored trousers he could find. Marko was naturally fair-skinned—blue eyes, blond hair—but generous applications of Florida sunshine, hair dye, and tinted contacts had given him a swarthier look. He wore his jet-black hair slicked back over a thick-browed, bullet-shaped head, and scrupulously shaved the pale stubble that sprouted every morning on his square chin.

Marko was that most dangerous of men, a wannabe. Like wannabes all over the world, he was desperate to be recognized for more than what he was—but Marko didn’t want to be a rock star or a model or an actor. Marko wanted to be a Made Man, a Mafioso with the power of the Five Families behind him. And like every security guard who dreamed of becoming a real cop, Marko was willing—more than willing—to take bigger risks and use more extreme methods than any real professional ever would. This made him useful, in the same way a rabid dog was; you never allowed him to get too close, but he was handy to throw at an enemy when more disciplined techniques were unavailable. Marko himself would never be allowed into the Family, but an effort was made to convince him the possibility was there.

Marko knew this was the case. And in typical wannabe fashion, he had decided the only way to circumvent the situation was to do something so dramatic, so groundbreaking, that the Dons would be forced to change their minds. It had taken him a long time to broker this deal, and some of the people he’d had to work with made even Marko hesitate; but everything had come together in the end. Tonight, he would make history.

Marko’s first thought when the man walked out from behind a stack of wrecked cars was that he was a bum. He wore what Marko thought of as the Bum Uniform, a long coat over a hooded jacket and jeans, but he wore military-issue boots instead of dirty sneakers, and his jeans weren’t nearly grimy enough for someone living on the street.

“Lenny,” Marko snapped. “Thought you said you cleared the yard?”

Lenny, a man with shaggy sideburns streaked with gray, shrugged. “He must have been sleeping in a car.”

“You were supposed to look in the cars.”

“I was not sleeping in a car.” The voice was rough, slightly muffled by the black scarf wrapped around his face. “I am here to complete our deal.”

Marko was instantly alert. He had expected the man to arrive with his own backup, and the fact that he hadn’t made him more than a little nervous. “Where are your people?”

“There is only myself.”

“Yeah? Where’s the product?”

“Nearby. I will tell you where it is hidden once I see what you’ve brought.”

“Fair enough,” said Marko. He walked over to the rusting chassis of an old pickup and set the case down on the hood. He snapped open the latches, lifted the lid, and stepped back. “As specified,” he said.

The hooded man stepped forward and examined the contents. “I will need to examine it to verify authenticity,” he said.

“Go ahead. It’s the real deal.”

While the hooded man went to work, Marko debated contacting his men at the gate, letting them know the deal was in progress. But it was a bad idea to make a call in the middle of a transaction, especially one this sensitive. No, he decided; if the lookouts spotted any potential problems at the gate they’d call him on his cell, just like they’d prearranged. Trouble that realized its potential before a call could be made would also certainly announce itself, probably in a hail of gunfire.

And as for his two men with rifles, there was no need to talk to them—they were watching right now through telescopic sights outfitted with night-vision. If the hooded man so much as twitched wrong, he’d get a Teflon-coated armor-

piercing round right through the heart.

The man finished what he was doing and closed the case with a snap. “I am satisfied,” he announced. “Sadly, you will not be.”

“Excuse me?” said Marko.

“I will be unable to provide the payment promised,” the hooded man said. He stood loosely, his arms at his sides. Calm brown eyes above a black scarf met Marko’s unbelieving stare.

“Look, pal,” said Marko. “You want what’s in that case, you better produce fifty kilos of Afghani smack real quick, or you’re going home empty-handed.”

“I think not,” the man said quietly.

Marko snapped his fingers. The four men standing behind him produced machine pistols and leveled them at the hooded man.

“If you’re about to pull out a badge,” said Marko, “it’s the last thing you’ll ever do.”

“I am not a police officer.”

The calmer the man was, the more nervous Marko got. “Okay,” he said. “Open that coat, and do it slow.”

The man complied. There were two bulky-looking automatics stuck in the waistband of his jeans.

“Pull ’em out, thumb and forefinger only.”

The hooded man did so.

“Throw ’em over.”

The man tossed both at the same time. The guns arced through the air and landed at the feet of Marko’s men.

“Okay,” said Marko. “I got your weapons, I got you outnumbered, I got the drop on you. If you don’t have the heroin, what the hell do you have?”

“A small switch,” the hooded man said, “held between my teeth.”

The handles of both automatics were packed with plastique.

Four of the men were killed instantly. Marko was slammed face-first into the ground; only the hooded man managed to remain standing.

Somehow, Marko held on to consciousness. There was a monumental ringing in his ears, as if he were standing on top of a gigantic bell that had just been struck.

That’s why I can’t hear the shots, he thought groggily. When Carlo and Little Henry put a bullet through this guy’s head, I won’t hear a thing.

He raised his head, pushing himself up on his elbows, hoping to maybe see the top of the guy’s head come off. He couldn’t feel anything below his waist.

The hooded man stood there as if nothing had happened. He made eye contact with Marko, then pointed with his finger—first to the right, then to the left.

Directly at the places Marko’s snipers had concealed themselves.

The hooded man brought his index finger up to his throat and drew it quickly across.

Marko understood. Somehow, he knew that the hooded man had killed them without help—quickly, silently, efficiently. And when the two guards at the gate came running to investigate the explosion, he’d kill them, too.

It was the last thing Miami Marko ever got right.

 

Lieutenant Horatio Caine surveyed the carnage grimly. Seven bodies, abandoned like the junked vehicles around them. Alexx had examined four that apparently died in twin explosions and was now inspecting a fifth.

“This boy worked out,” she said. “But from the acne, I’d say he had a little chemical assistance, too.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” said Horatio. “But I don’t think steroids were the primary drug involved here.”

“Don’t see too many cases of ’roid rage involving high explosives,” she admitted. “But this man wasn’t killed like the others—he was injured by the blasts, but he was still alive when his throat was cut.”

Horatio nodded. “I recognize him, Alexx—his name is Marcello Fratelli, known as Miami Marko on the street. He’s a player in the local mob scene, but not a major one.”

“Think he was looking to move up in the world?”

“If so,” said Horatio, “all he managed was a distance of six feet. In the wrong direction…what about the last two?”

She checked the first of the two bodies that lay sprawled a short distance away. “Gunshot wound to the chest,” she said. “Through-and-through.”

She moved on to the next. “Huh,” she said. “Horatio, take a look at this.”

Horatio peered at the corpse. “Looks like the same thing,” he said.

“Yeah. Exactly the same thing. One shot, straight through the heart.”

“Which suggests our shooter was either very good or very sure of himself. Maybe even a sniper…”

“H,” Delko called out. He stood on the other side of the crime scene, taking photos. “Got a blood trail.”

Horatio walked over to inspect his CSI’s find. “Not only that,” he said, “but it looks like the donor was traveling toward, not away from the murders. Let’s see where this leads…”

They followed the trail away from the bodies, into a rusting maze built of vehicles crushed into cubes and stacked like a giant toddler’s building blocks. It ended on top of a pile of the blocks themselves, where another body lay on top of a blood-soaked blanket, still clutching a rifle with a telescopic sight.

“What do you think, H?” asked Delko. “Maybe this guy shot the two down below before getting killed himself?”

“I don’t think so, Eric.” Horatio lifted the barrel of the rifle carefully with one gloved finger and sniffed the end. “This weapon hasn’t been fired. He never got off a shot.”

“Well, there’s only two reasons for him to be here. Either he was insurance against a double cross—”

“—or part of a double cross himself,” Horatio finished. “Either way, this has all the markings of a deal gone extremely wrong. The question is, who walked away…and with what.”

“So far, all the vics seem to belong to the same set,” said Delko. “I think three of them are even wearing the same brand of shoes.”

“Which means there was a clear winner in this dispute—but that blood trail tells us the other side may have taken some hits, too. Let’s do a thorough search of this entire yard, Eric; this may not be the only body we find.”

It didn’t take long to locate the other sniper, positioned inside the cab of a wheelless semi-trailer. “Looks like the work of the same person,” Delko said. “Throat was cut from behind.”

“Yes, and the killer had to reach through the window to do it,” Horatio pointed out. “Without alerting the victim or any of his friends.”

“Sounds like a pro.”

“So are we, my friend. So are we…”

 

Horatio Caine was a professional, one of the best in his field. He was also deeply troubled.

What was on his mind wasn’t the nine bodies in the junkyard, though he knew it should be. No, what was bothering him was a man named Abdus Sattar Pathan.

Pathan’s stage name was the Brilliant Batin. He performed primarily on cruise ships, and though most people would describe him as a magician, Batin himself would not. He was a devout Muslim, following a branch of Islam that regarded the practice of magic—even stage magic—as blasphemy. He had reconciled this seeming contradiction by hiding his faith his entire life—even from his family, who were also devout Muslims.

Horatio had uncovered Batin’s secret in the course of an investigation, but he had been unable to prove that Batin had faked his own kidnapping in order to extort money from his father, a Saudi Arabian oil magnate. That was what Horatio had initially believed, anyway; after being manipulated into a wild-goose chase all over Miami, he’d realized that the kidnapping was just a diversion to occupy his attention.

It was a conclusion he reached just in time. A landmine planted in a Miami nightclub claimed the life of an FBI agent instead of its intended victim—Horatio. What, he’d wondered, was so important that Pathan would murder a federal officer just to draw attention away from it?

He still didn’t know—but Pathan had “escaped” from his supposed captors on Christmas Day. The day before nine men had been efficiently slaughtered in a Miami junkyard…

These were the thoughts running through Horatio’s mind as he pulled his Hummer into the parking lot of the Miami-Dade crime lab. He was so preoccupied he didn’t see Calleigh Duquesne until he almost walked into her at the front door.

“Horatio,” said Calleigh, nimbly sidestepping her boss. “You look a little distracted.”

“I suppose I am,” he said, giving her a self-conscious smile. “You heard about the junkyard shooting?”

“I did,” she said. “Delko told me there were a lot of guns involved, but hardly any bullets.”

They fell in step beside each other down the hall. “That’s true,” said Horatio. “I believe Delko managed to recover both of them; they should be waiting for you in Ballistics.”

“Great. Holidays are nice, but I always find I’m eager to get back to work. Of course, I guess I could solve that problem by just never leaving…you know, like some people?”

He stopped, cocked his head to the side, and gave her a look. She returned it—as usual—with an open-eyed, innocent stare, but she couldn’t maintain it.

“All right, I’ll stop mother-henning,” she said with a smile. “Besides, I know you go home every night—your appearance is never less than dapper. I was referring more to your mental state.”

He gave her a single, slow nod. “I know. And I appreciate your concern. But these shootings…I can’t help but wonder if they’re connected to the Pathan case.”

She frowned. “What makes you think that?”

“I’m not sure. I’m convinced Pathan was trying to distract me from something, so my radar is extremely sensitive at the moment…It could just be a drug deal gone wrong. But something about it just doesn’t sit right…”

“You recover anything else of interest?”

“Some blood that may be the shooter’s. Valera’s running the DNA now.”

“Well, I’ll get right to work on those bullets.”

“Good.”

Horatio watched the CSI walk away and reflected on how lucky he was to have her on his team. Calleigh Duquesne was smart, resourceful, and had an internal thermosat that was under her complete control; she could go from radiating warm, Southern hospitality to having ice water in her veins in the blink of one of her long-lashed eyes. Anyone who thought the blond beauty got by solely on her looks and charm soon found out otherwise…although there was no question both of those attributes were part of her arsenal.

He headed for the DNA lab. Maxine Valera looked up from the test results she was studying and said, “Horatio? I don’t have anything for you yet.”

“I know,” said Horatio. “I just wanted to ask if you still had the blood data from the Pathan kidnapping.” Pathan’s residence had been splashed with blood from an apparent arterial wound, but Horatio believed the magician had faked it with a small pump and fluid from his own body.

“The FBI took all my files, Horatio,” said Valera. “You know that.”

“I do. But I also know that files can be copied…and if there’s one thing a scientist hates, it’s losing information.”

“That’s true. You know another thing a scientist hates? Getting in trouble with federal authorities.” Valera was a good tech, but an unfortunate mistake had put her in legal hot water a while back, leading to much of her work being called into question. Horatio knew she hadn’t done anything wrong, but it had made her a little gun-shy.

“I understand,” he said. “And I would never ask you to do anything you might be blamed for. However, the other thing about files is that—sometimes—they find their way mysteriously from one place to another, with no apparent human agency responsible.”

She studied him frankly, her large brown eyes unblinking. “I suppose that sort of thing happens,” she said. “Even in Miami.”

“Especially in Miami…so here’s what I want you to do. Get me the analysis of the blood from this morning’s crime scene ASAP—and maybe by that time this hypothetical file will give me something to compare it to.”

Valera sighed. “Okay, Horatio. For you.”

“Not for me, Maxine. For the nine dead men we found today in an auto graveyard.”

 

Someone had tried to kill Horatio.

This was the single thought going through Ryan Wolfe’s mind, over and over. Wolfe’s obsessive-compulsive tendencies were largely under control, but every now and then something would lodge itself deeply in the grooves of his psyche and be impossible to get out. If he was lucky, it was simply a song or phrase, something of relatively minor importance that he could suppress or ignore. However, if he was unlucky what would get stuck would be something completely irrelevant, like a sequence of numbers. Numbers could be like burrs, getting under the skin of his condition and producing a mental itch that could seriously impair his concentration. That only happened in extreme situations, though; Wolfe hadn’t had a number attack in years—even though he now worked with all sorts of numbers every day—and he doubted he ever would.

But—someone had tried to kill Horatio.

Wolfe had been deep in his own case when it happened, and his single-mindedness had prevented him from really focusing on the assassination attempt. But it had started to gnaw at him on Christmas Day; visions of Horatio’s body lying on Alexx’s table kept intruding into the whirl of presents and food and family. Now, he was determined to do whatever he could to help nail the assassin.

“Horatio?” said Wolfe, standing in the door to his boss’s office. “Got a minute?”

Horatio looked up from some paperwork. “Certainly, Mister Wolfe. What’s on your mind?”

“I was just wondering about the status of the Afterpartylife investigation.”

Horatio raised an auburn eyebrow. “The nightclub bombing? That’s a federal case, Mister Wolfe—the FBI don’t take losing one of their own lightly.”

Wolfe put his hands in his back pockets and shifted his feet. “I know that. But the bomber wasn’t after the agent that died—he was after you.”

“So it would seem,” Horatio acknowledged. “But I’m still here…”

“No offense, H, but—if someone tried to kill me, I wouldn’t leave the investigation in the hands of the Feebs.”

Horatio smiled. “None taken, Mister Wolfe—though I’m sure our esteemed colleagues at the Bureau would feel otherwise. But this particular case—despite the appearance of a personal threat to me—is not the important one.”

“It’s not?”

“No. Like every other facet of the Pathan kidnapping, it was simply meant to direct our attention elsewhere. However, with the FBI now pursuing those avenues, we are free to concentrate on other aspects of the case.”

“Such as?”

“Such as Francis Buccinelli.”

Francis Buccinelli was the name of Pathan’s lawyer—at least, it had been the name on his falsified credentials. He had shown up to talk to Pathan after the man had been arrested for assaulting a convenience store clerk, apparently incensed by a picture of a nude Middle Eastern woman on the cover of a men’s magazine. Pathan had refused to have his fingerprints taken—until his lawyer had talked to him. After that, he had become extremely cooperative, blaming his previous behavior on a mild concussion.

The evidence, once processed, proved contradictory. Footage from a security camera seemed to show Pathan assaulting the clerk, but it also showed him leaving a print on the magazine—a print that Calleigh proved wasn’t Pathan’s. The assailant also used a scarf to cover his face, further confusing the issue. When the store clerk refused to identify Pathan as his attacker, he was released.

“So,” Wolfe asked, “you think this Buccinelli smuggled something in that let Pathan doctor his own fingerprints?”

“Pathan’s a professional illusionist,” said Horatio. “I haven’t figured out the specific mechanism yet, but if he could fake almost bleeding to death from a cut throat he could fake his own prints.”

“Well, I just wanted to let you know I’m available,” said Wolfe. “Now that the Patrick case is closed, I mean.”

“Thank you,” said Horatio. “As a matter of fact, I was planning on assigning you to that very thing…”

“So where do we start?”

Horatio got up from his chair and walked around the desk. “We start,” he said, “at the beginning. We go back and talk to the subject of the initial assault, see if we can learn anything new. If nothing else, maybe we can discover what he’s so afraid of.”

 

“Hey there, Calleigh,” Frank Tripp said as he walked into the Ballistics lab. He had his suit jacket slung over one beefy shoulder and his shirtsleeves rolled up.

“Oh, hey, Frank,” Calleigh said. “How was your Christmas?”

“Well, my house is still standing and nobody shot me, so I guess it went all right,” he said. “How about you?”

“About the same,” she said. “Mom behaved herself, so that’s something.”

“Those the bullets from the junkyard shooting?”

“They are. You have an interest?”

“I busted Miami Marko a couple times—always knew he’d come to a bad end. He used good sense and judgment like a hurricane uses diplomacy.”

“Well, it looks like his choices finally caught up with him,” said Calleigh. “Whoever killed him and eight of his associates was definitely not the forgiving type.”

“What do you figure—mob hit?”

“I don’t know,” said Calleigh. “Most gangsters—whether they prefer Tupac or Sinatra—aren’t known for their restraint. They apply bullets the way some people apply insecticide.”

“I know what you mean—I’ve cleaned up my share of spray-bys. Don’t seem to care who gets hit, as long as their target takes a bullet.”

“Exactly—and in an isolated place like an auto salvage yard, there’s even less reason to be careful. But the two GSW vics were both killed by a single shot to the heart.”

Tripp frowned. “Wait a minute. I thought you said they found nine bodies?”

“They did. Two were shot, four were killed by explosives, and three had their throats cut.”

Tripp’s frown deepened. “That doesn’t sound like any gangland killing I’ve ever heard of. Sounds almost—”

“Military?” said Calleigh. “I was just thinking the same thing. But here’s the really strange thing. These bullets came from a MAC 10 machine pistol.”

“So you’re saying the shooters could have used full auto to blast away—but decided not to? Why? If they were setting off explosions they couldn’t be worried about noise.”

“Maybe,” said Calleigh thoughtfully, “they thought two bullets were all they needed.”

 

Talwinder Jhohal, the man Abdus Sattar Pathan had supposedly assaulted, was already back at work. Horatio had decided to talk to the shopkeeper at his store—hoping that being in familiar surroundings might give the man more confidence in talking about the incident—and took Wolfe with him.

“Mister Jhohal,” Horatio said to the man behind the counter. “I’m glad to see you’re back on your feet.”

“I am fine,” the man said curtly. “And I have nothing to say to you.”

“Mister Jhohal, just hear me out. I know you’re worried for your family, and I’m not going to try to convince you to do anything that would put them in jeopardy.”

“No?” Jhohal asked suspiciously.

“No. If you don’t want to press charges against the man that attacked you, I respect that.”

The hardness in the man’s eyes eased off a little. “Then why are you here?”

“Because I think you’re a good man,” said Horatio. “And I don’t think you want to see anyone else’s family get hurt, either.”

The shopkeeper looked away. “There is nothing I can do.”

Wolfe had been hanging back, letting Horatio talk, but now he interjected, “Well, what if you could? Without testifying, without anyone ever knowing?”

Jhohal frowned. “What do you mean?”

“All we’re looking for,” Wolfe said, “is a little information. Nothing official, no written statement. Anything you can tell us about the attack or attacker, anything at all, might help.”

Jhohal sighed. “I do not know…”

“Mister Jhohal,” said Horatio, “I’m not asking you lightly. We have reason to believe that the man who assaulted you is an extremely dangerous individual, and if we don’t stop him he is certainly going to hurt others. I know you don’t want that on your conscience…”

Horatio paused and made eye contact. “I promise you,” he said softly, “that no harm will come to your family as a result of this.”

“I—I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

“Of course not.”

Jhohal glanced around, as if he were afraid someone were watching; there was no one else in the store except for a white-haired woman in a pink dress. “All right,” Jhohal said. “I will tell you what I remember, but I do not think it will do much good.”

“You let us worry about that,” said Horatio. “Now…tell us exactly what happened.”

“It was about eleven o’clock. I was working alone in the store. This man came in—dark-skinned, about six feet tall. He wore a long, dark coat. He had a black scarf wrapped around his neck, but not his face. He did not cover his face until he approached the counter with the magazine.”

“The angle on the security camera didn’t catch his face when he entered,” Wolfe said.

Horatio pulled a picture from his pocket. “Is this the man?”

Jhohal looked at it, hesitated, then said, “Yes. That is the man.”

“Did he go straight to the magazine rack?” asked Horatio.

“No. He walked down several aisles, looking for something. He had it in his hand when he walked past the magazines and one of them caught his attention.”

“Security footage didn’t show him holding anything but the magazine,” said Wolfe. “He must have put it down before the attack.”

“Mister Jhohal,” said Horatio, “do you remember what it was?”

Jhohal shook his head. “Something small. That’s all I remember.”

Wolfe walked over to the magazine rack, a headhigh wooden structure against one wall. “If it were something small, he probably would have put it down right here,” said Wolfe, pointing to the narrow ledge the bottom row of magazines rested on.

“Nothing there now,” said Horatio. “But that’s also the place people invariably put down a magazine they’ve been leafing through and decide not to buy…” He lifted a copy of Rolling Stone that currently occupied the spot—revealing a small, rectangular box beneath it.

“Toothpicks,” said Wolfe.

“Bag it, please,” said Horatio. He turned back to Jhohal. “Now…please describe what happened next, Mister Jhohal.”

“He approached the counter with a magazine in his hand. He had pulled the scarf up over his mouth and nose. I did not know what was happening at first; if he was going to rob me, why did he have the magazine? But then he began to shout, waving the magazine around and thrusting it in my face.”

“And what was he shouting?” asked Horatio.

“That it was blasphemy, a sin in the eyes of Allah. That I was a, a whoremonger for selling such a thing. That was the word he used.”

“I see. Did he say anything else?”

“Yes. He said that this country was a disease on the face of the world, and that God would destroy it and everyone in it.”

“Strong words.”

“I told him he was crazy, to get out of my store. That’s when he attacked me. I fought back, but he was strong—very strong. I thought he was going to kill me.”

“He very well might have, Mister Jhohal, but you got lucky; after knocking you out, he slipped on the blood from your broken nose and wound up unconscious himself.”

“So I have been told,” said Jhohal. He reached up to touch the bandage on the back of his head gingerly. “Do you want to know what I think? I think God was looking out for one of us…and it wasn’t him.”

“I hope you’re right, Mister Jhohal. But in the absence of divine intervention, you can definitely count on my help. Okay?”

Jhohal nodded. “Okay.”

“Now, I understand why you might be reluctant to discuss this next part, Mister Jhohal, but if I’m going to help you protect your family, I need as much information as you can give me. I need to know about how you were threatened.”

“They—they called me. In the hospital.”

“I don’t mean to contradict you, Mister Jhohal, but hospital staff told me the only call you received was from your family.”

Jhohal nodded again, and now Horatio could see the fear in his eyes. “Yes. Somebody called me—from my own house. He described things in my living room, told me my children were upstairs asleep. My wife never heard a thing. He said if I were to press charges, that terrible things would happen to them. Terrible things.”

“I understand. Did this person identify himself in any way?”

“He said—” Jhohal swallowed. “He said he was mujahideen.”

Horatio’s eyes narrowed. “Mujahideen. You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

Wolfe had finished bagging the box of toothpicks and had walked up to stand beside Horatio. “All done.”

“Good, let’s get that right to the lab. Mister Jhohal, I’m going to have a patrol car do a regular check on your house. Here’s my card—call me if you think you or your family are in danger. I promise you, no one will ever know you talked to me.”

“Thank you,” Jhohal said. “Thieves I can deal with. But this…”

“I know. Don’t worry, Mister Jhohal. You did the right thing.”

Once they were back on the sidewalk, Wolfe said, “Did I hear that right?”

“You did, Mister Wolfe. Whoever threatened that man’s family is claiming to be a member of an underground Islamic militia.”

Horatio took out his sunglasses and put them on. “Or as they’re usually called, a terrorist cell…”
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“YOU REALLY THINK PATHAN’S INVOLVED with terrorists?” Wolfe asked. He stared thoughtfully out the window of the Hummer as Horatio drove them back to the lab.

“When it comes to Pathan, there are few things I’m certain about,” said Horatio. “This could just be more smoke and mirrors. But the landmine that killed Agent Hargood was an Iraqi model…and Delko turned up information linking Pathan’s father to Islamic extremists.”

“So whatever’s really going on, it’s a lot bigger than just a faked kidnapping.”

“Definitely. And I suspect our friend, Special Agent Sackheim, knows more about the situation than he’s letting on…”

Dennis Sackheim was the FBI agent in charge of their investigation into the Pathan kidnapping. He and Horatio hadn’t exactly gotten along—and Sackheim had eventually pulled rank and yanked the entire investigation away from Horatio, including confiscating all the evidence his lab had collected. By that point Horatio had already concluded the kidnapping itself was a dead end, but Sackheim’s high-handed behavior still rankled.

“You think the guy that called Jhohal was the same one who posed as Pathan’s lawyer?” Wolfe asked.

“Possible, but not proven.” Horatio didn’t mention a possible connection to the shootings at the junkyard; so far, he had nothing more than a hunch to justify his suspicions. “We need to verify Jhohal’s story. Check his phone records, go to his house and see if there’s any evidence of a break-in.”

“You got it. What about the box of toothpicks?”

“I’ll process that myself.”

Toothpicks, Horatio thought. He’d found toothpicks in Pathan’s house, as well—it was one of the clues that tipped him to the fact that Pathan was a practicing Muslim. Certain sects forbid the use of toothbrushes, insisting on the more traditional toothpick—but the box in Pathan’s residence was the large size, holding at least five hundred, and had been half-full. Why would he be buying another?

He didn’t know, but at least it was something. Maybe the box itself would tell him more.

He dropped Wolfe off at the lab so the young CSI could get his own vehicle, and headed inside to get the toothpicks to the lab. He ran into Frank Tripp just coming off the elevator.

“Horatio, you got a minute?”

“Sure, Frank. What’s up?”

“More like who’s down. I heard about Marko and his boys.”

“You’ve had dealings with him in the past, right?”

“Yeah, I busted him a few times on weapons charges. Never got anything major to stick.”

“You want one last swing at him?”

“Guess I do. Thought I’d sniff around, see if I can find out what he had his fingers into.”

“Much appreciated, Frank. I’ll keep you in the loop.”

“All right, then. I’ll talk to you later.”

Horatio had just gotten the box to the lab when his cell phone rang. “Caine.”

“Lieutenant.” The voice belonged to Dennis Sackheim; his usually flat tone was edged with something else. Anger? “I have some information for you regarding the Pathan case.”

Now, that was a surprise; Horatio had thought the only way he’d ever learn anything new from Sackheim was from an autopsy. “Is that so? I’m listening…”

“The FBI is no longer in charge of the investigation. You’ll be contacted shortly by a woman named Quadiri, who will have full access to any and all evidence collected in the case by your people and mine.”

“And who would this Quadiri be, exactly?”

“She can explain herself,” said Sackheim bluntly. “Second, as part of Abdus Sattar Pathan’s debriefing, we took his fingerprints. We were extremely careful.”

“And?”

“And the prints still don’t match the one you took from the convenience store assault. Either Pathan is innocent—or your people were the ones who screwed up.”

Sackheim hung up.

Well, well, Horatio thought to himself. Do I detect the flavor of extremely sour grapes, Special Agent Sackheim? Whoever this Quadiri is, I get the feeling she didn’t make a very good impression on you…

He liked her already.

 

Ryan Wolfe checked out a Hummer and proceeded to Talwinder Jhohal’s home, a tidy two-story house in Hialeah. Before knocking on the door, he called Jhohal’s store. “Mister Jhohal? This is Ryan Wolfe. I was one of the officers you just talked to…right. I know you don’t want to alarm your family, but it would greatly assist our investigation if I could take a look at your home and see if the person who broke in left any traces behind. I promise I’ll be discreet…”

As it turned out, discretion wasn’t necessary. Afraid for his family’s safety, Jhohal had sent them to visit relatives; the house was empty. Jhohal gave Wolfe his permission to enter and look around, and even told him where to find a key.

He didn’t waste time checking the phone for prints—at this point, all he’d find would be those of the family. Instead, he concentrated on possible points of entry, checking all the doors and windows. He found what he was looking for in the dining room, a window with some scrape marks at the bottom of the frame and a cheap, latch-style lock that had been forced open. He took some pictures and then went outside.

He was lucky; it hadn’t rained in several days, and there was still a footprint in the dirt below the window. He took more pictures, then cast the footprint in quick-setting plaster. He dusted the window for prints, too, but wasn’t surprised when he got nothing; whoever broke in had no doubt worn gloves.

It wasn’t much, but at least it was consistent with Jhohal’s story. Somebody had broken into his house and called Jhohal while he lay in a hospital bed, all without rousing his sleeping family.

No wonder the guy’s scared, Wolfe thought. I’d be terrified…

 

“Horatio Caine?”

Horatio looked up from the toothpick box he was examining. “Yes?”

The woman who’d addressed him stood in the door to the lab, a briefcase in one hand. If he’d seen her in the hall, he would have assumed she was a lawyer; her jet-black hair was drawn back in a tight braid, and her black business suit and white blouse were typical of what he often saw down at the courthouse.

“I’m Nadira Quadiri,” she said. Her skin was a light, dusky brown, her eyes dark and serious. “Homeland Security.” She stepped forward and offered her hand.

Horatio stripped off one blue glove first. Her grip was strong and confident, the handshake quick and professional.

“Ms. Quadiri,” Horatio said. “Would I be right in assuming you’re now the federal officer in charge of the Pathan investigation?”

“That’s correct.” Her tone, while businesslike, held none of the cold formality Sackheim’s had. “And—like you—I believe in doing my homework. Special Agent Sackheim didn’t have a very high opinion of your lab, but I checked out your jacket; your conviction record is impressive.”

“Thank you. I work with good people.”

“You don’t seem too surprised that Homeland Security is stepping in.” Her eyes studied him frankly.

“Considering who’s involved, I’m surprised you didn’t show up sooner.”

“We’ve been monitoring the situation. We didn’t think our direct involvement was warranted until that landmine blew.”

“I see.”

“Do you? It can be hard to see when you’re kept in the dark.” She smiled, but there was no malice in it.

Horatio smiled back. “That’s true. Are you offering me a flashlight, Ms. Quadiri?”

“Call me Nadira. Lack of cooperation between different law enforcement agencies—both federal and local—was cited as one of the contributing factors to nine-eleven. Homeland Security was created to eliminate those factors; we have a very different approach to interagency communication.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Does this mean we’ll be sharing information?”

“I’ll tell you as much as I can,” she said. “But this concerns national security, Lieutenant; on certain matters, my hands are tied.”

“I understand. Can you confirm this involves an Islamic terrorist group?”

Her face betrayed no emotion, but she studied him carefully for a second before answering. “We have reason to believe one may be involved, yes. What led you to that conclusion?”

It was Horatio’s turn to pause. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t mean to start our relationship off on the wrong foot, but I can’t disclose that.”

“Why not?” She didn’t sound angry, just curious.

“I made a promise,” said Horatio. “My source had his family threatened; any information that comes from his direction will have to be handled by me.”

“That’s acceptable,” she said. “As long as you don’t mind passing that information along, you can keep your source as private as you like, Lieutenant.”

“Good. Thank you, Nadira…and please, call me Horatio.”

“All right, Horatio. Why don’t you tell me what you’ve learned so far, and I’ll see if I can fill in the blanks.”

Horatio told her his theory: The kidnapping was staged to draw attention away from something bigger. He told her about Francis Buccinelli, and his firm belief that—despite the evidence—Pathan had managed to fake his fingerprints while in custody.

“I’m willing to believe that’s possible,” said Quadiri. “Maybe his lawyer smuggled in a fake tencard and he used sleight of hand to switch them.”

“Right now I’m less interested in how he did it than in what he plans to do next,” said Horatio. He told her about the bodies found in the junkyard.

“I’ll see what I can find out about that,” said Quadiri. “By the way—I heard about that stunt you pulled with the feather. Nicely done.”

After deducing that Pathan was a Muslim, Horatio had confronted him with a piece of rope tied in a knot and challenged him to blow on it—something he knew Pathan couldn’t do; the Quran defined a magician as “one who blows on knots,” and no magician would be allowed through the gates of Heaven. Pathan never billed himself as a magician, and always declared his illusions to be works of skill—but when Horatio placed a feather on top of the knot, Pathan’s skill had failed him. Knowing he couldn’t defeat Horatio’s simple test, he had refused to try.

“Well,” said Horatio, “science doesn’t always require a lab.”

“Indeed it doesn’t,” she said. “Science is an approach, not a catalogue of equipment.”

“‘In the creation of the heavens and the earth and in the alternation of the night and the day there are indeed signs for men of understanding,’” said Horatio.

Her smile grew broader, revealing even, white teeth. “You quote from the Quran. Are you a scholar, or merely showing off your research skills?”

“You got me,” he admitted. “My knowledge of Islam is fairly recent and not that extensive—though what I’ve learned so far has proved intriguing. I wasn’t aware that so many scientific disciplines have their roots in the Muslim world.”

“It surprises most people,” Quadiri said. “Do you mind if I sit? I’ve been traveling since five A.M.”

“Please.”

She pulled an office chair on wheels over and lowered herself onto it gracefully, setting her briefcase down beside her. She crossed her legs, then clasped her hands lightly across one brown knee. “Religion and science are seen, for the most part, to be at odds. You can have faith or you can have knowledge. The apple in the story of the Garden of Eden is widely regarded as a symbol of knowledge, and by choosing to partake of it Adam and Eve lost their innocence and were banished.”

Horatio leaned against the table and crossed his arms. “But the Islamic tradition is different.”

“Yes. Despite the restrictive rules of the more traditional sects, Islam as a whole has always embraced science. The universe was created by Allah; how then, can knowledge of His creation be wrong? Islamic scholars see the hand of God in all things, and this knowledge makes their faith stronger, not weaker.”

“It all comes down to what you do with that knowledge, doesn’t it…”

She nodded soberly. “Always. Some faiths suppress scientific inquiry because they feel an informed populace poses a threat to their authority; almost every major religion—including Islam—has done this at some point in its history. Even during the enlightenment of the Renaissance, scientists like Galileo were persecuted by the Catholic Church. What most people don’t realize is that before the Renaissance—during what the Western nations call the Dark Ages—the torch of science was being carried by the Muslim world. In fact, this period is referred to as the Islamic Golden Age; it’s when the Abbasid caliphs of Baghdad established an academy to translate and study Greek and Sanskrit manuscripts of scientific interest. Many important works by Greeks like Euclid and Aristotle only survive to this day because they were recorded in this manner.”

Horatio nodded. “Some people claim the scientific method actually originated with a man named Ibn-Al-Haitham, in his book on optics.”

She raised an eyebrow in approval. “That’s true. Roger Bacon, the man the West usually credits with creating the scientific method, was known to be familiar with his work. Mathematics, in particular, has much to thank the Muslim world for: words like algebra, zenith, and even zero were coined by Islamic scholars.”

“I sense, Nadira,” said Horatio, tilting his head slightly to the side and studying her, “that your expertise in this area is not a coincidence.”

She met his eyes calmly. “Again, correct. I have a degree in Islamic studies, speak four Middle Eastern dialects fluently and two more passably. I was born in Tehran and came to the U.S. with my family when I was thirteen. I am currently head of a Special Interdiction Unit for the Atlantic coastal border, tasked with the surveilling and prevention of terrorist activity connected to or based in the State of Florida. I hope that answers a few of your questions.”

“Some, but not all…most of which have to do with Khasib Pathan.”

She nodded again. “Abdus Sattar Pathan’s father. Yes. He is, in fact, the reason I am here. How much do you know about him?”

“Mostly, what’s in the public record: he’s wealthy, a member of the Saudi royal family, has four wives, nine children, and a mansion on Fisher Island. One of my CSIs turned up a possible connection to a radical Islamic group, but nothing concrete.”

“Your CSI must be good—Khasib usually covers his tracks carefully. He’s funneled financial aid to terrorist groups for years, but we’ve never been able to prove it.”

“And his son?”

“That’s the strange part. Abdus and Khasib are estranged, have been for years—they see each other rarely, only for important family functions, and even then barely acknowledge each other. Abdus’s faith was something we never suspected; it raises many questions.”

“It certainly does. Such as what Abdus’s real relationship with Khasib is—and whether or not they share the same politics as well as the same faith.”

Nadira picked her briefcase off the floor, set it in her lap and opened it. “Exactly. Which is why we need your help.” She pulled out a thick manila envelope sealed with tape that bore the insignia of Homeland Security. “We don’t want to tip our hand,” Nadira said. “If they suspect an antiterrorism unit has been alerted, they’ll suspend whatever action they have planned. But you’re already involved; any further investigation on your part will be seen as standard operating procedure.”

She offered him the envelope. “This is all the intel we have on Khasib and his activities over the last six years. If we can assist you behind the scenes in any way, we will.”

Horatio stripped off his remaining glove before accepting it. He turned the envelope over in his hands, but didn’t open it. “Are you telling me I’m in charge?”

“Consider this a partnership. We both want the same thing—to prevent whatever Khasib and his son have planned.”

“Us against them, Ms. Quadiri?”

“No, Horatio. Life against death. Regardless of whatever flag or faith it tries to hide behind.”

“I believe,” Horatio said slowly, raising his eyes from the envelope, “that we are on the same page, Nadira.”

“Good,” she said. Her eyes held Horatio’s for an instant, then moved to the box he’d been examining on the light table. “Is this connected to the case?”

“It is.” He told her about where it had been found. “I was just about to dust it for prints.”

“Then I’ll let you get back to work. I’m staying at the Graciana Hotel; you can contact me there or on the cell number on my business card. It’s in the file.”

“I’ll do that,” said Horatio. He reached into his pocket for one of his own cards, but she stopped him with a raised hand.

“No need,” she said, smiling. “I’ve already got your number…”
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