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PART 1

CHAPTER 1


Justine Bowman's marriage to Steven Fasso in September of 1997 was the best thing for both of them. Whole new spheres of opportunity opened for the couple. Steve found that he was, in fact, a loving, caring father. He had been an uncle or surrogate father to Rachel for three years or so, but even he was surprised at the ease with which he slipped into the role full time.


Justine relished her bond with Steve. She had always felt a touch of schoolgirl infatuation for him. Steve was strong, sensitive, protective, and yet vulnerable. They were best friends; he was her confidante, and her lover. And it did not hurt that Steve helped Justine train and increase her effectiveness in the field.


Since their marriage four years prior, everything had been smooth sailing. They helped each other on cases. Steve valued Justine's intuition and female perspective and she often assisted him with his investigative work, helping him create more effective profiles where female insight was required.

<>     <>     <>

Sunday April 7, 2002: Morning


Justine had not been able to sleep for the past few days. Her group Captain had assigned her a case on a missing child. The four-year old girl, Claudia Liggett, had been reported missing on the Fourth of April. Missing children always affected Justine. Even though her daughter Rachel, at sixteen, was a strong young woman in her own right, Justine always identified with the parents of the missing toddlers.


The missing child's mother, Janele Liggett, was recently estranged from her common law husband of four years, Jewan Andrews. The woman lived in Southeast D.C., in a borderline neighborhood. The couple had never married because the welfare system rewarded single mothers. But Janele had only made the one child. She was a responsible mother and held down service jobs. But she was forced to switch jobs every six months or so, on average. It was a challenge supporting her daughter and her husband, and she struggled.


The husband was the prime suspect. When Janele had reported Claudia missing, she also had reported that Mr. Andrews had threatened her with violence earlier that week, then stormed out of their apartment, and drove away. Janele explained that Jewan had a drug and alcohol problem and was caught in a cycle of abuse and recovery.


He had just been kicked out of a rehabilitation program for failing a urinalysis. Janele, crying, explained to Justine that she could no longer accept that lifestyle. She broke off her relationship with Jewan. Unfortunately, Jewan was ill prepared for that situation and he exploded into a rage.


Janele was able to provide some information that Mr. Andrews had several cousins in the Los Angeles, California area. Because of the potential for federal jurisdiction, Justine filed a report with the FBI and they had opened a file. On Sunday, three days after the initial missing persons report was filed, D.C. Metropolitan Police, The Federal Bureau of Investigation, and Los Angeles Police Department were all busily searching for the missing girl and her father.


Thanks to seniority, Justine was on day shift indefinitely. She had been with the force for fourteen years, since 1988. She was an experienced beat cop, who now enjoyed the enviable position of detective in Missing Persons. She made it to her desk by seven a.m. on Sunday morning to the smell of hot, delicious coffee.


There were six files on her desk - two missing students, two missing husbands, one missing wife, and Claudia Liggett. She filled her mug with hot black coffee and sat down to work. As she slurped her coffee, Justine signed on to her computer to check email. There was no news about the child, but a credit card company sent the account information on both of the missing husbands. Luckily, the accounts were in joint name. Each spouse was able to sign the agreement allowing the police access to the information. She opened the file and began to chart out their travels over the past two days.


The reports on the missing husbands had both been filed on the same day, Sunday March 31. Sometimes that happened. Justine felt that perhaps some cosmic force or convergence incited men to pick up and leave their relations at certain key times during the year. Justine had a suspicion that the men were panicked. It was not likely that these runaways were involved with other women. Justine's hunch was that they were fleeing a humdrum existence, perhaps out of some mystic form of dread that suddenly ordered them to bolt.


The men were both mid-career, in their early middle age. One, Michael Bergman, was a forty-one year old line attorney with a boutique firm in D.C. He made a good living. By all accounts he was a loving father to his two young daughters, and a caring husband to his thirty-year-old wife. He was generous with his time, volunteering with soup kitchens and church groups. There was nothing at all in his life that would have suggested that he run away from home.


The other runaway, Jason Shiflett, was Justine's age, thirty-six. His wife reported that they had been having difficulties. The man's business was failing and money was tight. The wife, sobbing, expressed sorrow that she had ever fought with her husband. She feared that he might hurt himself and she desperately wanted him back. She was truly in love with him.


Justine began tracking his movements on the map. The account statement from First Union indicated motel stays, gas purchases, and food purchases. Justine plotted addresses online at Mapquest. Afterward, she printed out the page and began to connect the dots.


It appeared that Jason Shiflett, the husband with the bad business, was heading to Canada, slowly. He had first driven out to Frederick, Maryland on I-270 and spent the night near Gettysburg. Then, he drove through Pennsylvania and spent a few days in Harrisburg, then Scranton, and finally Port Jervis. As of Friday, April 5, he was in New York State heading toward Buffalo.


Justine called the New York State Highway Patrol and fed them the vital information on this individual. Then she emailed a scanned photograph, copied her notes into the file, closed it, and put it aside.


She opened the second file - the attorney, Michael Bergman. This one was extraordinarily hard to figure. On paper he was a mark of stability. He was a good attorney, respected by his peers, and reliable. As a matter of fact, that was the exact description his coworkers had used in describing him, "old reliable."


He was not on the partnership track. Rather, he limited his hours to assure that he had adequate time for his family and community commitments. His peers were nonetheless emphatic that he was a thorough counselor who somehow always managed to make his filings.


When Justine had reviewed the case with Steve, he suggested that the missing man might have crashed for want of recognition. Even the most well balanced of people need a jolt of high-octane affection every so often. For all of the attorney's endeavors, Fasso had suggested that maybe the attorney's esteem level crashed and he panicked. Perhaps, Steve suggested, he just needed a little downtime to sort things out.


But Justine could not figure it. Why would a man, who on paper looked so complete, just bail out? Do men really need handholding every now and then? Possibly so. Maybe that was all there was to it.


She reviewed the credit card transactions. The attorney had purchased gasoline in Williamsburg, Virginia and Nags Head, North Carolina, where he had spent three nights in a motel. He completed other gas and lodging transactions in South Carolina and Georgia. This one was heading toward Florida.


But the thing was, he had committed no crime. There was no hint of emotional trauma or distress, and no suggestion of foul play. In fact, Justine could not legally release any specific information of the attorney's whereabouts to the wife. Unless, of course, the wife could provide a definite suggestion that the attorney was in an awkward emotional state.


Justine phoned the household. The youngest daughter answered. "Patricia? Is your mother home?"


Then Justine heard the five year old girl screaming, "Mommeeeeee! The pho-oone."


A moment later. "Hello?"


"Mrs. Bergman? This is Detective Fasso. I've been doing some work on the case... Yes. It looks like he's been traveling south... Listen, my hands are tied. I really, legally, can't divulge any specific information. -No. It could be construed as an invasion of privacy. What I need is some feeling from you that perhaps he is in a self-destructive state of mind. That he could pose a danger to himself... Yes. That would give me cause to have other jurisdictions stop and question him."


The wife, sobbing, said, "Well? This is out of character for him... I guess I am concerned for his well-being. He had been acting a little out of sorts and depressed..."


Justine started nodding her head in agreement. "Yes. From what I picked up from his coworkers, I think that you may be correct. OK then. Right. I'll contact the Georgia and Florida state troopers and relay the information. They may pick him up... All right then, Mrs. Bergman. I'll get back with you if I find anything."


Justine smiled to herself as she replaced the headset. Then she assembled an electronic file complete with an image of Michael Bergman, and forwarded it to Missing Persons in South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida. She flipped the hard copy of the file shut and put it aside.


Finally, she came to Claudia Liggett. She sat there crouched over her desk and concentrated as she read through the profile of Jewan Andrews. She read through the narrative three times. Then she reached toward the phone to contact L.A.P.D.

<>     <>     <>

Sunday April 7, 2002: Afternoon


Sam Morris spent the afternoon online, in a chat room writing about technology. He relished the prestige of his position with The Senate Arms Services Committee. And he relished his relationship with Sandrine. He had been there just over four months and he was already helping on audits. In March Sandrine had taken him to Israel and Syria. She was in Egypt auditing a contract until Tuesday. It was a joint program between a U.S. firm and an Egyptian company to install a microwave array. The system was a redundancy.


The U.S. Navy had been installing redundant microwave transmission centers through the Near East since the Gulf War. The area was hot and the Pentagon had determined that double redundancy was inadequate to safeguard communications. Between Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Israel, the U.S. had as many as ten permanent uplink installations of which Sam was aware, and likely more. These satellite uplink arrays were arranged to assure that at least one of them would have a clear line of sight to one or more birds at any given time.


Sam knew that the Pentagon had learned hard lessons at Grenada. In that conflict the Army had suffered needless losses because of communications failures. And the Gulf War had proved the necessity of satellite technology, not only for communications links, but also for smart weapons. By securing ground-based communications, delivery vehicles could home in on target by GPS, and the arrays made that possible.


Online Sam was discussing the benefit of laser painting versus radar as a method to deliver ordnance on target. And Sam was, as always, careful with his information. He often had to skirt the line between public and classified data, and the line was often fuzzy.


There were three entities in the chat room and Sam could determine neither nationality nor political affiliation. But he knew that they were knowledgeable. Each of the parties was fluent in the jargon of radio, fiber optic, microwave, and laser transmission.


<<public domain>> came the response <<but you have to clear the bandwidth through fcc>>


<<i'm thinking about marketing a campus wireless system in israel and i want global access. can i arrange the communications through iridium or intelsat directly>>


Sam chimed in. <<check with the israeli government. you need to clear the frequency and bandwidth through them. they would approach intelsat on your behalf. and the agreement will be public-private.>>


To Sam. <<who could contract the uplink>>


And Sam typed a list of U.S. contractors who specialized in that particular type of technology.


Sam signed off at three p.m. for lunch. He heard the knock at the door as he pulled the T.V. Dinner from the microwave and burned his fingers.

<>     <>     <>

Sunday April 7, 2002: Evening


Sandrine arrived into Ronald Reagan National Airport at eight p.m. Sunday evening. She had phoned ahead for a shuttle to take her home to D.C. She was exhausted, in no shape to Metro home. She had pushed herself to get the audit completed before Tuesday. Though the Egyptians were more progressive than the Saudis, she had felt a large measure of discomfort at each of the three facilities she reviewed. The Egyptian officers did not like to be subservient to a female, and they went to great pains to let her know. She was glad to be home. And she needed a release. She would call Sam after she showered and napped.


The Senate shuttle, a Lincoln Towncar, really, dropped her at her apartment on New Hampshire Avenue near George Washington University. She dropped her bag in her apartment foyer, ignored her flashing message light. Then she stripped as she walked to the bathroom shower and turned the water hot. Afterward she dried off and loped to her bedroom naked, her thick auburn hair slapping her shoulders. She pulled up some sweatpants and pulled down a plain white tank top.

After Sandrine picked up and hampered her laundry, she phoned Sam. She left a message after letting it ring five times. Too bad. She knew that he did not expect her until Tuesday. She lay down and slowly relaxed. She fell asleep by ten-thirty.

CHAPTER 2

Monday April 8, 2002: Early Morning


Sandrine Tilson felt great. Her muscular legs were stretching, pulling her along Constitution Avenue heading towards the Capitol Dome. The sun was just easing up over the horizon in front of her. The clouds were tinged orange and purple. A few runners were out that morning. She waved at a familiar one, a fit, exotic looking man with graying hair that was running toward Georgetown.


She ran to Delaware Avenue, circled the Capitol and sprinted up to Smithsonian from Fourth Street to Twelfth. Then she stretched, just outside the Freer Gallery, and power-walked to Fourteenth where she picked up the pace and jogged along Virginia Avenue toward the Circle on New Hampshire near home.


She stopped at the Circle and eased into three sets of fifty push-ups, three sets of one hundred sit-ups, and finally three sets of fifty crunches. Then she sat there, in lotus position and controlled her breathing, easing her pulse rate to forty-five, and relaxed. She was floating, emptying her mind, oblivious to the rising strains of early morning traffic. The muscle cramps ebbed along with her hunger pangs. When the sun hit her face she opened her eyes and smiled. She could now give herself permission to eat.


She reached her not overly tidy apartment at five forty exactly, as she did every morning. Her internal clock was accurate in each of the United States time zones and in Western Europe. Sandrine pulled off her sweatshirt, dropped two slices of multi-grain bread into the toaster and clicked on CNN, sipping orange juice. Then she showered and dressed after crunching marmalade and toast.

By six forty-five, she was dressed and ready for the office. Grabbing her briefcase and her laptop, she marched down to her Saab, pulled off the parking pad, and steered into traffic. She drove down K Street to North Capitol and took a right. Ahead, the Capitol Dome glistened in the morning light. On sunny days, D.C. sparkled in white marble, an awesome and inspiring sight. It gave Sandrine pause as she thought of her responsibilities as an intelligence officer for the most powerful country the world had ever known. She felt a tinge of pride and humility, all at once.

After she entered the Senate Office Building and climbed three flights to her floor, Sandrine walked briskly past the common kitchen area, ignoring the smell of coffee as she hiked down the hall. She reached her office by seven-fifteen. She always reached her office by seven-fifteen. Though this was not as early as some, it was earlier than most. And it afforded her some leeway to review the signals intelligence reports on hacking and satellite jamming. She was on the “Eyes Only” list for certain transmission intercepts.

She plugged her laptop into the COM port at her desk and signed on. Then she clicked the icon for Intelligence Briefs. The SIGINT report included briefs of intercepts pulled from traffic in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Iraq. This particular routing was filtered by keyword. The Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) and The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) sent her signals intelligence dealing specifically with communication, piggybacking, and potential instances of sabotage or terrorism. She also reviewed intelligence advice for upgrades in encryption. Though her work principally involved auditing infrastructure, the intel gave her basis to suggest upgrades and maintain security to contractors, and to create requirements for new offers to contract.

U.S. Navy battle groups, U.S. military satellite hardware, and local governments all contributed to provide the information. But it was a jealous reciprocity and information was a dear currency. U.S. SIGINT was superior; only the United Kingdom and Israel had any claim to comparison. The U.S. government often used this information monopoly to bargain for concessions with host countries. That was the politics of SIGINT.

CIA had issued a low threat warning for an attack on a Saudi installation. The warning would expire in four days. CIA had pulled that intelligence from a cell phone conversation in Riyadh. ONI reported that the Iraqis were still experimenting with radar frequencies in a feeble attempt to jam the communications signal for the Predator Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAV) that flew reconnaissance missions over Iraqi air space.

Sandrine flagged a few articles and saved them on her laptop drive for review later. Then she walked to her inbox, grabbed her trash bin, and started rummaging through her mail. Most of the paper there was boilerplate language amending existing contracts or proposing new ones.

She sorted out the contracts and mated them to files by country. Some outdated magazines had also wormed their way into her office. She pitched them in the trash bin and returned to her desk with the Pakistan file. The country files were really indices of contractors, bids, overruns, State Department contacts and advice, satellite transponder identifiers, and intelligence threat assessments.

Ever since the War on Terror had begun, Pakistan had become an important ally of the United States. ONI and CIA, under orders of The Office of the President of the United States (POTUS), had grown quite liberal in providing intelligence to Musharif. And the Pakistanis opened their door to U.S. intel infrastructure. Within the past five months, the U.S. had deployed three mobile uplink stations along the Afghani border. In addition, the Air Force flew Predator UAV missions in the Pakistani countryside and into Afghanistan. The Predator stayed aloft for as much as twenty-four hours, providing live video in either the conventional or infrared spectra. Its communication signal was simultaneously beamed to its home base and to an uplink station that relayed it to a satellite transponder and ultimately to one or more United States Intelligence stations.

Sandrine was checking the numbers to verify that the funding for Pakistani operations was adequate for the Fiscal Year. She worked all morning, her door closed, cross checking contracts against overruns, component defects, and downtime. Then she started an allocation, dividing overall cost as a function of traffic volume and then again by service branch. The goal was to compare her figures with the established averages, but also to allocate charge back to the branches.

She worked through the morning and looked up from her paperwork at eleven thirty. It was nearly lunchtime. Her body was ready, hungry for nourishment. She realized that Sam had never dropped by. Most mornings he came by with a question, some excuse to say hello.

She buzzed his station in the computer technology center and the voice mail picked up. Not overly concerned, but curious, Sandrine marched out of her office. At lunchtime the hallway was populated. Suits and clerks in shirts and ties were milling about, arms laden with paper. She nodded obligatory greetings to personnel as she walked deliberately towards the library center where Sam kept his cubicle.

The librarian looked up from his computer as Sandrine entered the quiet room. "He's not in today."

"Have you called his apartment?"

"Yes. At eight thirty, nine, and ten. There's no email either. There's nothing. But I don't want to raise the red flag with his parents. Not yet. I'll just give him another hour or so. Then I'll call his folks after lunch."

Sandrine nodded and turned back towards the portal. She had received an email from Sam on Sunday morning, but she had not replied. She planned on surprising him on Sunday night. But when she called him he was not home. She shook it off and walked down to the cafeteria for a sandwich and some juice. She ate lunch in her office, and relieved herself in the washroom. Then she reviewed the intel reports she had saved that morning.

When she next looked up from her desk it was three. She buzzed the library tech center. The librarian had contacted the parents. The father, Samuel Morris II, a businessman, was traveling in Canada. The mother, Palavi, had been home. She promised to call some of Sam's friends in D.C. and Cambridge. That was the extent of it. The mother was not worried. Sam had been in boarding school since his youth and he had been independent since his early teens. Perhaps, she suggested, he had traveled to help a friend in need.

Sandrine then started working on her brief for the Senate Committee. The briefs were a combination expense report, situation update, and recommendation for contract renewal or termination. Copies would be filed with ONI and CIA. She worked through the afternoon and early evening, leaving for home and dinner by seven thirty.

After dinner, around nine p.m., Sandrine signed on to check her email. The last note from Sam was dated April 7 2002 6:18:36 EDT. That was Sunday.

<<How are the Egyptians treating you? D.C. misses you. The whole office seems to slow down when you’re not there. I miss you, too. Can’t wait to get you alone Tuesday night.>>

Sandrine read the email a few times. She could see Sam smiling and wetting his lips as he wrote the note. He would have been hot and his face would have flushed. His earlobes would have been stiff, engorged with blood.


She missed him. It was completely out of character for him to run off without telling someone. But she could not give herself permission to worry. As mature as he was, Sam was still a teenager. Perhaps he lapsed, shirked his responsibility and took off to visit friends. But deep down Sandrine knew otherwise. Samuel Morris would not ‘disappear.’ She knew in her bones that he would have left word with her somehow.


Sandrine shook it off again, and saved the note on her hard drive. She proceeded to open the other emails sent to her Yahoo! account. She kept her personal life segregated, checking private emails at home, never at the office. Finished, Sandrine went to bed about ten p.m. with copies of International Journal of Satellite Communications and Aviation Weekly.

She fell asleep by ten thirty and dreamt about the last time she had made love with Sam, the prior Monday night before her trip. That evening she rode Sam until she was sore. He just lay there smiling, squeezing her swollen breasts, as she rolled and squeezed, massaging his penis with her muscles. Finally, after they switched positions, Sam released in an explosion. It was hard and hot as it flooded her insides. He grimaced and then gripped her tight, cupping her tight rump, and he pushed into her hard. Then he kissed her deeply and grinned impishly as he looked into her eyes.  They laughed like school kids and cuddled for hours, until two or three in the morning, kissing and fondling each other. Sandrine smiled as she dreamed.

CHAPTER 3

Monday April 8, 2002: Early Morning

Justine arrived at work just a little after seven. She really did not have a specific time of arrival, but she always reached her desk before eight a.m. She was anxious and hopeful that the FBI or L.A.P.D. might have made some headway in the Liggett case. But neither her voice mail nor email contained news on the missing toddler.

She slurped her coffee and phoned her contact at the FBI, Frank MacComber. Steve had known of him through Sanjay Warwick, one of Steve’s Academy colleagues. MacComber was a tough agent. He had been in missing persons for fifteen years, from the age of thirty-three. He excelled in kidnap and ransom (K&R) type cases.

MacComber picked up on the other line. “Yes?”

“This is Justine Fasso, Frank. I was just now updating my notes on the Liggett case. Do you have anything?”

“Maybe.” Francis MacComber yawned into the phone. “Sorry. I have a bit of jet lag. I’ve been running D.C. L.A. Chicago all week. We may have had a sighting in Ohio. We have some fuzzy video images from a Seven Eleven in Cleveland. And the Ohio Troopers picked up Taylor’s old Sentra there. But it looks like the fella switched cars. He either stole a ride or borrowed one from a buddy in Ohio. That’s what we’re chasin’ now. Hopefully we can pick up the scent as he drives cross country.”

Justine was annoyed. No one had sent her any of this information. “Frank!” She was terse in the microphone. “I know that this is a federal investigation. But out of courtesy, please keep me informed! This is substantive news. I suppose you’ve already verified identification. Were there prints of the father and the girl in the car?”

Frank was apologetic. “Yes. We verified the father. And there were small ridges on the passenger side door. But there was no record that the girl had ever been printed. We did not have a reference, but we assume they were hers.” And then. “I do apologize Justine. We really should have given you the update. I’ll forward along an email with some relevant information.”

“How about witnesses? Did anyone recognize the girl?”

“No. She was probably in the car. He’s either stayin’ with friends or paying for lodging with cash. There is no plastic trail. But we’ve sent information to all jurisdictions. And America’s Most Wanted may air the photo this Saturday.”

“Thanks, Frank. Listen. In your experience. Do you think it’s likely that he would run directly to California?”

“No. I really think he’s smart enough to know that’s the first place we’d look. He probably figures that the L.A. Police would be scouring the area for him. The chances are good that he’ll avoid L.A. until he can’t avoid it any more. There are two likely scenarios. He might hit a binge and we’ll pick him up drunk or high – hopefully before any harm comes to the girl. Or two, he stays sober and watches his cash until he runs out of friends and lenders. Then he’ll be forced to run for the safety of family – D.C. or L.A.

“So we’re hoping he stays sober.”

“Absolutely. But keep in mind that he has never abused the child. He may have been a drug abuser, and he may have at times stolen family funds for drugs, but he’s never physically injured the child. He’s weak, but he’s not sadistic. That he took the child but did not seek a ransom suggests that he cares for his daughter. He may be spiteful, but remember, he did manage paternal responsibilities for four years, albeit on an intermittent basis.”

Justine nodded as she listened over the phone. But she was still worried. “Yeah. That’s true.”

Frank let that hang for a second. Then he cut the call. “Listen, Justine. I really need to go. But I’ll send you an email with all of the relevant bits.”

“OK then. And thanks.”

“Sure. Bye.”

CHAPTER 4

Tuesday April 9, 2002: Early Afternoon

Justine was out of the office on Tuesday when Mr. Samuel Morris II walked into the D.C. Metropolitan Police Headquarters. The desk sergeant directed Mr. Morris to the Missing Persons Department.

Samuel Morris II was a simple but striking man. He stood a lean two hundred pounds at six feet two inches tall. His facial features were hard and chiseled, and his eyes betrayed strength, compassion, and the gentleness of a man who had once led men into battle and to death. His hazel eyes were keen with a tendency to soften. But he was a master of his face. He could command a stern countenance and break it to playful laughter in a second.

His skin was tanned, as though he spent a great deal of time out of doors, but not leathery. He wore a proper cologne – Burberry’s – and his attire was business casual. He draped tan corduroy trousers over scuffed Western boots and a Herringbone tweed covered his basic white turtle neck. Samuel Morris had experienced life to its fullest and, now, in his early sixties he was winding down to enjoy the fruits of his labor with his family.

After the Vietnam War and college, Samuel Morris had become a brilliant geologist and engineer. He had started his own company in 1975 and British Petroleum had picked him up for the Iran contract. Samuel Morris liked to get dirty. He liked to get into the midst of the drilling and taste the oil.

He had married Palavi Farduz twenty years before when she was thirty. By then, Mr. Morris had known her family for a number of years, since 1976 when he had first begun traveling to Iran as an independent contractor for the oil industry. 

Mr. Farduz, Palavi’s father, was himself born into a wealthy merchant family in Shiraz. A geological engineer by training, Saeed Farduz had attended Oxford University under Reza Shah’s plan to westernize the Persian middle class and haul the country into the Twentieth century. Farduz and Samuel, though working for rival companies, developed a great friendship, and Farduz ultimately opened his home to the American Vietnam War veteran. Palavi, then twenty-five, was single, and Farduz made no secret of his desire to marry her off.

Though he was charmed by her intelligence and beauty, Samuel Morris, still a bachelor at thirty-five, was reluctant to commit. His contractor business was brand new and future contracts were uncertain. Plus, his travel schedule was intense – not the kind of thing a newlywed wife should have to endure.

But he courted Palavi on and off through the years. After the Farduz family fled the Iranian Revolution to Cambridge, Massachusetts in 1979, Sam and Palavi grew closer, their bond became more solid. Palavi and Samuel became great friends. They engaged in the fall of 1981 and married the following spring. Their only child Samuel Saeed Morris, named after the father and maternal grandfather, was born in 1984.


Samuel Morris walked toward the open glass door under a sign that said “Missing Persons.” A name tag, “Lt. J. Fasso,” was attached at the front of the first desk. Mr. Morris walked authoritatively past that vacant spot and stopped at the second desk, “Sgt. M. Stepmon.”


The sergeant looked up. “Can I help you?”


Samuel Morris extended his right hand and smiled. Sgt. Stepmon likewise reached out and they clasped hands. “You may be able to help me.” Morris expression was focused. His hazel eyes peered deeply into Stepmon’s, as though Morris was reading the Sergeant’s soul. Stepmon could not keep the gaze. His eyes averted to his desktop when he asked Mr. Morris to have a seat.


“My name is Samuel Morris. My son may be missing. It’s uncharacteristic of him to miss work or to shirk responsibility. And he has phoned neither my wife nor myself.”


Stepmon caught a touch of New England in the voice, Boston area. “Let’s start with some paperwork. I’ll just ask you a few questions.” Typically, the sergeant would have required the client to complete the paperwork himself, but Stepmon recognized authority in Samuel Morris. He thought it wise to assist his new client.


“What’s your son’s name?”


“Samuel Saeed Morris.”


Stepmon raised an eyebrow at the name Saeed. Samuel Morris noted it. “Date of Birth?”


“January fourteen, 1984.”


“Weight?”


“160.”


“Height?”


“Six feet.”


“Hair? Eyes?”


“Black. Hazel.”


“Complexion?”


“Olive.”


“Do you have a photograph?”


Samuel Morris reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a four by seven inch photograph taken the prior Christmas. “Here you are.”


“When did he go missing?”


“He failed to report to work this past Monday. No has heard from him since Sunday. That’s about forty-eight hours now.”


“Mr. Morris. Where does your son work?”


“He works at the Senate. He’s an intern there. At the Armed Services Committee.”


And Stepmon raised both eyebrows. He thought “potential federal jurisdiction.”


“Mr. Morris. I’ll take down your information. But detective Justine Fasso will handle the investigation. She has several years experience with local and federal matters. At the very least, she would be the point person if this crosses into federal territory.”


“Fine, fine.” Samuel Morris tone was even. He was showing no emotion at this interview.


“Just a few more questions, then...What’s your occupation?”


“I’m a businessman. Oil mostly. I own a consulting firm that advises the industry to locate deposits, manage flow, and reclaim waste. I’m based in Cambridge, Massachusetts.”


“Mrs. Morris?”


Samuel Morris anticipated that Stepmon wanted a first name for the file. “Palavi is a professor of Asian Studies at Harvard. She teaches Islamic Political Institutions.”


Stepmon raised both eyebrows again. And Samuel felt some relief that this particular officer would not be handling the case.


“Fine, then,” said Sgt. Stepmon as he shut the manila folder. Justine is out doing interviews this afternoon. Can she reach you in town to go over some items?”


“I’m staying with friends in Alexandria, Virginia.” Samuel Morris withdrew a business card and carefully wrote a 703 number on its reverse side, handing it to Stepmon.


“Thanks. I’m sure Justine will phone you later today, by early evening. And if not, she’ll contact you in the morning. Meanwhile, I’ll start speaking with some people at Senate Arms Services.” And Stepmon raised himself up and stretched out his hand, consciously averting Mr. Morris’ gaze. They shook hands and Stepmon said, “We’ll do everything we can,” ushering Morris out through the doorway.


Samuel Morris walked deliberately through the Precinct, down the stairs, and out the front door. He was thinking of Palavi, his mate. She would fly down out of Logan early the next day. He needed her here. And he knew that they needed to be together. He had not seen his wife in over two weeks, and Samuel was afraid that something was definitely wrong.


On the way to street level, Samuel nodded politely to a tall thin athletic looking gentleman making his way up the Precinct stairs. They made eye contact. The gentleman had intense gray eyes that softened after a moment of holding the gaze. Then Samuel Morris entered the Metro at Judiciary Square, the Blue Line for Alexandria. For the moment he had to push trepidation of his son’s status out of mind. There were two projects that required attention and he needed to make calls to Texas and then to China.


The Metro was virtually empty on this Tuesday afternoon. He sat quietly, looking out at the scenery as they passed over the Potomac River and drove toward Arlington Cemetery.


Samuel Morris knew the cemetery quite well. He had buried three comrades there in 1970, when he was a twenty-nine year old reconnaissance sergeant. The men had been killed during a sniper incident on Morris’ last few weeks of active duty. The first round had dented the top of his helmet, blowing it off. Morris was on point and instinctively hit the deck. He shouted “Fire!” as he tasted the mud. By the end of the incident, Morris had counted six rounds before his squad could isolate the muzzle flash and return fire. One of his men, the newest recruit, was dead, and three others had been hit. Two of those men subsequently died. All three of the men were Virginians and Morris petitioned the Pentagon vigorously for an Arlington burial. Since Samuel Morris was a distinguished soldier, his superiors supported the request and he was granted permission to attend each of the three funerals. “It was a long time ago,” Samuel thought as the Metro rolled up to National Cemetery. His eyes were soft now and he shook his head as though the memories would break apart and dissipate.


When the Metro reached King Street he was waiting at the exit doors. He walked out and hailed a cab for the townhouse on Princess Street, near the water. Samuel Morris liked Alexandria. His friends, the Johnses kept the house in Alexandria exclusively for the Christmas Holidays. They spent the balance of their years on the Gulf Coast near Corpus Christi. The Johnses were retired and lived the good life boating and fishing.


The Johnses, childless by design, had lived active professional lives, he a lawyer specializing in FCC issues; she a freelance, classically trained cellist. Yet, with traveling and hectic schedules, they kept their relationship solid. They retired early, to travel together for a while, and bought land and a boat in Texas. They kept the house in Alexandria as a convenience, and for Christmas. For twenty years they enjoyed the Christmas shows at Kennedy Center without fail. Those weeks around the Holiday Season may have been the fuel that kept their love alive. The Morrises met and befriended the Johnses in the early eighties in Cambridge. Palavi was finishing her dissertation at Harvard, an analysis of the CIA’s influence on the Iranian political structure and the economics of oil in the early post-World War II period. The Johnses were newlywed, and both were completing their studies, he at Harvard Law and she at Radcliffe.


Samuel Morris opened the heavy mahogany door to the townhouse, entered the small foyer and slipped his jacket off and onto the coat rack. He reached the study, sat at the desk near the speakerphone, and dialed his man in Texas.


“Yeah. Cardiff here.”


“Joaquin? Sam here. Have you finished that presentation at Mobil? I’m going to need for you to fly to Russian Siberia next week, if you can. The World Bank requires analysis on the Kolyma Ridge. But if you’re tied up there, I’ll send someone else.”


“Yeah. I can probably make it. The execs down here are dragging their feet. Too many layers of Management. I’ve shown the program to three levels already, but apparently these $300 thousand desk jockeys don’t have a clue about real world applications for our satellite imaging software. I’m meeting one of the operations Directors on Saturday. I’ll either have an order or not, after that meeting. But that’s as far as I’m gonna go. But I’d love to go to Russia.”


“Great then. Call Marissa in Cambridge. She’ll book your flight and arrange lodging...Oh, Cardiff - pack your parka and long johns. You’ll be up near the ice shelf. It’ll be twenty maybe thirty degrees below zero up there.”


“Yeah, boss. I know the drill.”


The pun did not escape Samuel and he chuckled, “And send me your figures before you complete the report to IBRD. This project is touchy and we want to please Putin’s people. God knows the Russians could use the hard currency from a good strike. It’s fortunate the earthquake hit where it did last year. It gave our birds a new perspective on the strata up there.”


“OK, Sam. I’ll handle it.”


“Right. Email me when you arrive,” as he hung up the phone.


Then Samuel hung up the phone and dialed his woman in Beijing.


“Foster here.” She was groggy but Samuel knew that she had not been sleeping. Chances were good that Stephanie Foster had been reviewing surveys of a particular section of the Gobi Desert.


“Stephanie. Samuel Morris here. Is the connection adequate?” Samuel had outfitted Stephanie with an Iridium phone. The link was scrambled and secure. “How’s it coming along?”


“It’s not bad. I’m working under cover of geology student. I’ve managed to arrange a caravan for the trip to the site. We’ll leave on Sunday and be on site for a month. I’ll take good notes and send you the lab results, but I doubt they’ll let us take any samples out. But I may be able to sneak through one or two souvenirs. I’ve made friends with an Ex-Im man here in Beijing.” Stephanie Foster giggled and Samuel smiled.


“You’re incorrigible - ya know?” Then, “Good Luck. I’m in D.C. email me or call at this number.” Samuel read off the phone number.


“Right, then. Bye.” And then Stephanie hung up her end.


Samuel Morris stood up to stretch and walked to the kitchen for a snack. He wanted Palavi now but exercised restraint. She lectured from five until seven on Tuesdays. And she would be holding office hours until then.


Mr. Samuel Morris took a stroll out to Duke Street around five forty-five and chose the Irish Times for dinner. He ordered steak, potatoes, and salad, with a pint of Guinness and ate quietly; ruffling through pages of a copy of the New York Times he had removed from the bar.

CHAPTER 5

Tuesday April 9 2002: Evening


Palavi Morris was certain that there was some reasonable explanation for the disappearance of her son. Always the optimist, her husband had often joked with her that it was her positive energy alone that graced his firm and allowed it to thrive.


Palavi had always desired and expected that her only son be independent. An Iranian woman of the Reza years, her father had shipped her off to boarding school in Switzerland when she was twelve, and she loved it. The German she had managed to cull from the governess Saeed Farduz had hired after his wife passed, came flooding back to her. She learned French there as well.


Palavi was also a gifted athlete and took easily to snow sports. She blossomed into a strong, independent, and caring woman. It was due to her positive experiences at boarding school that she convinced her husband to enroll Sam at Philips Andover Academy. It made sense, she said, because each parent was often on the road, he managing surveys, and she, lecturing. Plus, she urged, Sam was to be a great man, and Andover would give him a jump start. The education in the classics was but a small part of it. At Andover, she argued, Sam would meet and make fast friends with the children of the American elite.


Palavi was correct. And their son Sam took to his independence. He ventured on international excursions during breaks from lessons, often planning the itineraries himself for presentation to the school chaperones. He mastered French, there; and though he made high marks in Greek, he could not acquire German.


Also, like his mother, he became a superb athlete. Sam’s sports were rugby and lacrosse, both high contact, rough and tumble games. Sam had even been scouted by Johns Hopkins, Duke, and Syracuse, the American ‘LAX’ powerhouses during his junior year. But by then he had already decided on a military career, Navy to be precise, and petitioned Senator Kennedy for an appointment. Enrollment at the Academy was a guaranteed certainty, but Sam wanted to get his feet wet so he jumped at the chance to complete an internship at the United States Senate before basic training began for the Plebes in May.


Yes, Palavi though, my son is strong. He can manage himself. She walked down the stairs at the entrance to the Kennedy School of Government just after eight o’clock and hustled home to Chauncey Street to pack for her early fight out of Logan. Samuel would meet her at National and together they planned on going through Sam’s apartment. Unless, of course, the young man contacted either of them with an explanation.


The evening in Cambridge was chill, maybe low forties, but the wind was rather intense. Palavi clenched her worn saddle brown Coach briefcase under her right arm as she adjusted the shoulder strap and raised the lapels on her long coat. She was home by eight-thirty.


Palavi marched to the Master Bedroom on the second floor of the family’s ivy covered brownstone and stripped in front of the full length mirror adjacent to her bureau. She was gorgeous, barely having the appearance of a thirty year-old girl, much less a fifty year-old woman. Palavi lived clean and well. She never, not once, had let a cigarette meet her lips - even at boarding school, where she had learned nutrition, posture, and liberalism.


Her soft wavy hair was the same chestnut brown her mother’s had been, or so said her father. Streaks of gray had appeared during the past year, but Samuel liked it. He said it reminded him of sexy Wicca women that presided over orgies in Celtic folklore. So she did not dye it. And she knew that it added a certain sex appeal. She noticed that her male students paid more attention now than in the past.


Her green eyes peered into the mirror as she squeezed the underside of her perfectly shaped breasts, each one in turn. She checked frequently, and thankfully, her physiology was excused of the breast cancer that had taken her mother’s life at the youthful age of thirty-three.


She showered and slipped into one of Samuel’s oxford shirts - her favorite kind of nightgown. Plus, his smell was imbedded therein, and that helped keep her warm at night when he was away.


Finally, she dialed the Johns residence off the bedroom speed dial.


“Samuel.”


“Hello, darling. I need you here.”


“I know. I miss you too.”


“Any word? Anything?”


“No. But Samuel, don’t worry. Sammy can take care of himself. He’s your son, you know.”


“Well. It’s just not like him. He’s always been responsible and respectful of us. He would never go off without leaving information that we could reach him.”


“I know Samuel. But I know he’s all right. A mother knows.” And Samuel Morris could suddenly feel the warmth of his wife’s smile on his cheek, and his tension ebbed.


“I’ll dream of you tonight, my love.”


“And I will dream of you darling.” She said as she made a kissing noise into the phone before hanging up.


Samuel Morris walked to the guest bedroom in the Johns large townhouse. He always used that room when he had business in D.C. But he no longer felt alone, and the house seemed smaller and warm after his talk with Palavi.


Palavi cradled the phone and rolled over toward the right side of the bed, her husband’s side, clutching his pillow to her chest and between her legs. She was exhausted and soon fell asleep.


The obscene screeching of the electronic alarm startled her awake and out of a dream. She and Samuel were kissing over Sammy’s crib just after they had bought the house on Chauncey Street in 1985. She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and rushed to pack. It was four a.m. and her flight out of Logan was five-thirty. Palavi grabbed some chinos, jeans, boots, and sneakers, along with three assorted tops. She arranged them neatly into her overnight case. Her make-up case was already set aside. It was simple, really. Two shades of lipstick, moisturizer, shampoo, toothpaste and brush, and two pairs of diamond stud earrings.


She pulled on her duck shoes over blue jeans, and she kept Samuel’s shirt on. After she used the toilet and washed, she was out the door warming up the Volvo. She would easily make Logan by quarter to five.

CHAPTER 6

Wednesday April 11, 2002


Samuel Morris arose around five-thirty, by the sun, and showered. The mid-Atlantic heat wave continued and unfortunately, Samuel had packed for spring in New England. He pulled his boot up over olive corduroy painters pants and splashed on some Burberry’s, his wife’s favorite.


By six-thirty, Mr. Morris was reading a copy of the Washington Post at the King Street Metro. The military action in Afghanistan was winding down and the Post featured an article on airlifting food and mercy supplies to the destitute population of Afghanistan.


Samuel Morris knew better. He had traveled Afghanistan in the early eighties on contract to a Soviet energy company. It was during the early stage of their war. Morris was contracted to review the viability of constructing a natural gas pipeline from Turkmenistan to Pakistan. In those days, the Pakistanis had good relations with the Soviets and they were empowered to broker fossil fuels on behalf of the Soviet Republics. Oil and natural gas, minerals, and vodka were the main sources of hard currency to the Soviet people.


In his experience, the Afghani people were hard, resilient, resourceful, and accustomed to quickly change allegiance. Mr. Morris doubted whether any great percentage of supplies from American airdrops actually reached end users in the destitute, war ravaged population. Morris figured that over sixty percent of air-dropped packages were likely quickly rounded up by mujaheddin guerillas or isolated ethnic groups for conversion on the black market.


The warning lights started flashing spastically, signaling the arrival of the Blue Line Metro. At six forty-five, Samuel Morris was speeding through to Ronald Reagan National Airport. On arrival there he walked out and up to the main terminal building. The new security protocols restricted traffic to the debarkment area solely to travelers. One lone National Guardsman stood at ease in the concourse, rifle slung high so the muzzle was visible over her right shoulder. Mr. Morris grabbed a bagel at Au Bon Pain and ate it with coffee while he finished the paper.


Palavi’s flight landed just after seven forty-five on Wednesday morning. Her green eyes flashed a warm hello to her husband from the distance and he let out a sigh of relief.


Sam waited at the security check area as his wife bustled down the ramp, outpacing travelers standing on the motorized quay. She dropped her bag and case and clasped her husband as he reached down and over to hold her voluptuous womanly form. They kissed deeply, as they always did after a separation, and squeezed tight, breathing in the smell of their mate.


Samuel Morris joked then, with his wife. “I love your fashion designer. Fingering the monogram on the pocket of his shirt that she wore, he asked, “What’s this S.M.? Sado Machoism?”


His wife smiled and, opening his hand at the pocket, she pulled it to her breast.


“We’d better go. Let’s not cause a scene.”


Palavi smiled at that. Samuel picked up his wife’s bags and they walked towards the exit; she clutched his upper arm with her two hands, like a woman devoted to her man.


Palavi opened the door to the cab first in queue as the driver flipped the trunk and Mr. Morris gingerly deposited his wife’s bags. Palavi gave the address and the driver took off the instant Samuel shut the door.


They made love that morning. They were in love and they had been separate for two weeks. Mr. Morris had flown directly to D.C. from meetings in Vancouver. They both needed the affection and the release. Samuel kissed and nibbled on his wife’s ear in the afterglow. Now that Palavi was here, everything seemed so much better. And she did not seem at all concerned that their only son was missing. She had told him that she would have known if Sam had succumbed to a nefarious circumstance. And here she was, comforting him still.


The couple lay there together in the queen sized bed in the guest bedroom all morning and made love again. Samuel Morris rose up to wash about eleven a.m. and his wife followed. They showered together and then dressed for the afternoon.


“I made an appointment with the property Management Company for Sam’s place. They’ll send a man to meet us there at noon, so we really should head over to Dupont Circle.”

CHAPTER 7

Wednesday April 11, 2002: Afternoon


The building maintenance engineer opened the door to Sam’s apartment and the Morrises walked in quietly, as though the place was somehow sanctified in the absence of their son. Palavi walked to the bedroom while Samuel entered the kitchen area.


Sam’s apartment at Sixteenth and P was spotless, for the most part. A Chicken Teriyaki microwave dinner lay open, but uneaten, on the kitchen counter. But all of the dishes had been washed.


Samuel was careful not to touch anything there in the kitchen. He rejoined his wife in the living room. “There doesn’t seem to be anything out of sorts. But it does look as though he left in a hurry. There’s a TV dinner in the kitchen. He prepared it but it’s virtually untouched.”


Palavi was checking the bookcases. Her son had eclectic interests. There were volumes here ranging from Greek mythology, Latin law and customs, Islamic history, and certainly the works of the Enlightenment writers, Locke, Rousseau, Thomas Paine, and then Jefferson. One shelf housed the books of the Russian Revolution, Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Trotsky.


One large bookcase housed textbooks on Satellite hardware and UNIX and C computer assembly languages. The remainder of the case was stuffed with journals - mostly Aviation Weekly and Journal of Satellite Communications. Other publications there were produced by the Rand Corporation.


One single bookstand supported the large Jayne’s catalog of military materiel. It was open to the specifications of the Russian AK-47 assault weapon. Samuel looked on as his wife flipped through the pages.


Then he reached over to the answering machine. The message light was on. He looked over to Palavi and she nodded.


“OK. Let’s see what’s here...Oh my. He has caller ID, too,” as Mr. Morris hit the play button.


The first message was form a mature female. The parents could tell.


<<Sam? It’s me. I just returned - early, I guess. But I was anxious to get back. See ya tomorrow.>>


The next three messages were from the Armed Services Committee Librarian. Then a call from Palavi that Monday afternoon. Two other calls from Andover ended the digital index. Mr. Morris hit the “Saved” button and clasped his wife’s hand. “I don’t think there’s anything here either. Let’s try the computer.”


Sam’s laptop connected to a desktop portal. The indicator light suggested that the machine was in “Standby” mode. The parents glanced at each other, hopeful that a password protocol would be unnecessary to access their son’s files.


Palavi sat at the terminal and finessed the mouse. The screen lit up to a Microsoft Outlook window. Sam’s emails were available. Palavi started with the last file from Sunday.


They jointly reviewed a series of emails. Sam had received messages from the Andover Headmaster regarding letters of recommendation to several Universities, including the Naval Academy. Other emails from friends at Andover and Cambridge, three in all, discussed a range of topics from the political situation in Chechnya to Iraq. And the beauty of real-time video streaming from journalists in the field.


Palavi smiled when her husband marveled, “We raised one hell of a bright American child.” Then she looked up at him as she patted his hand on her right shoulder.


“I don’t know Samuel. It doesn’t look like we’ll learn anything here. But none of this is alarming in any event.”


“You’re right. I just wish he’d call. Where is he?”


“He’ll turn up.” She stood up and pecked him on the cheek. “When are you going to speak with that policeman?”


“Oh. She hasn’t called yet. Let’s get some lunch. I’ll phone them from the restaurant.”


The Morrises looked over the apartment again, shut the door and walked to the elevator. Samuel was worried but not plagued. And Palavi, if she was worried, was not letting on. 

End Part 1
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PART 2

CHAPTER 1

Wednesday April 10, 2002

When the Morrises called the Precinct that Wednesday the duty sergeant confirmed that the Captain was in the process of reviewing the case. However, due to the timing of the case and the nature of the disappearance, the sergeant stated that the Captain would not make an assignment of investigator until later in the week. After all, he explained, Sam was an eighteen-year-old adult. If he took off for a jaunt, that was his business. Unless the parents could confirm evidence of foul play, he urged, Metropolitan Police could not expend manpower at this time. But he did confirm that a cursory check of hospital admissions and morgue activity had not resulted in any news, good nor bad.

Though concerned, Samuel Morris did not press the issue. Not yet. But he took careful notes. After lunch that afternoon, the Morrises hailed a cab and motored to the Hart Senate Office Building. The parents were both familiar with the setting. They had each, individually, conducted business here.

They cleared security and the guard phoned the librarian at the Armed Services Committee. Jack Walsh hurried down to meet the couple in the lobby.

Palavi stood to the right and slightly in front of her husband. Jack reached out and shook her hand first, then the husband’s. Walsh in no wise had the appearance of a librarian. He was a robust man in his mid-thirties with short-cropped blond hair, like a Marine’s. His five ten frame was Y shaped. Broad shoulders and chest accelerated to a slender waist. His clothes were pristine. He wore a starched white shirt, adorned by a red tie, smartly tucked into black wool suit pants that were supported by red paisley braces. His Dexter wing tips were polished to a glaring shine. Stern blue eyes did not falter as he greeted Palavi and then Samuel.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you both. I wish only that the circumstances were different.”

Samuel Morris nodded. Then Walsh produced two visitors’ passes. “Please clip these to your left lapel.” Then he extended his arm and said, “This way please.”

The three walked deliberately to the elevator. The librarian’s military cadence was infectious and Samuel noted that both he and his wife now walked with Walsh’s rhythm.

Walsh led them to a conference room that was stocked with coffee, cookies, and Danish. He eased the scene by pouring himself a mug, and filled a saucer with cookies. Palavi accepted the invitation and did likewise. Samuel just poured some water and sat at the head of the table, his wife at his right. Walsh sat opposite Palavi, at a slant so he could speak to both of Sam’s parents at once.

“What can you tell us?”

“Only what I’ve already stated over the phone. Sam missed work on Monday and Tuesday. And we have not heard from him today. We’ve called his apartment and you,” looking at Palavi. “And it is completely uncharacteristic of him. Generally, he’s here before eight, and he stays ‘til eight or nine. Rarely takes lunch. Sandrine and I have been concerned.”

“Sandrine?” Palavi asked.

“Yes. Sandrine Tilson. She’s Sam’s mentor. An Army Captain on assignment with us for two years. She came over last October, a few months before Sam started. She’ll be here shortly. I buzzed her just before I met you downstairs.”

Palavi nodded politely. She made the connection to the female voice on Sam’s answering machine. Samuel made the same connection and he glanced at his wife. The maneuver did not go unnoticed by Walsh, who cleared his throat before beginning again.

“As I said, Sandrine and I are concerned. The last communication either of us had with Sam was an email she received Sunday morning in Egypt. But that memo was sent Saturday night around ten p.m. E.T.”

The door opened then and Palavi took note of the stunning woman walking into the conference room. Palavi instinctively corrected her posture as her green eyes hardened.

“Good afternoon. I apologize for not being here earlier. I was completing a conference call. Sandrine’s thick auburn hair was pulled back and tied around a simple silver pin. Her shapely frame was ensconced in a well-tailored jade business suit. She marched to Palavi, who rose out of her chair. The women made eye contact and when Palavi, at last, recognized genuine concern, and perhaps a tinge of longing in the other woman, she relaxed. Samuel reached over, failing to camouflage his puzzled expression, and met, but did not overpower, Sandrine’s firm handshake. Then Sandrine walked around and sat to Walsh’s left side.

Palavi tried to size up the woman across the table. Sandrine appeared to be in her twenties. But Palavi knew that there were no twenties something captains in the U.S. peacetime army – especially not females. Palavi surmised that the woman must have been high thirties, at the least. Walsh looked to Sandrine, as if to say, “it’s your turn. I’ve told what I can.”

“I guess Walsh has told you that Sam reports to me. Because of Sam’s special interests, the Committee asked me to coach him. My Department specializes in audit of various high technology surveillance devices – some of which is restricted or classified. Sam does a great deal of the in-house research for me. It has been a terrific learning experience for him and he relishes the information technology.”

Looking at Palavi, Sandrine said, “I received an email from Sam before I left Cairo on Sunday. Nothing really, just a hello and query about my return. I never even had a chance to respond that I was returning early. I phoned him when I arrived Sunday night and left a message at his apartment.”

“Do you have the memo that he sent you?” Samuel asked.

“Here it is.”

Palavi took it and read it quietly. 

<<How are the Egyptians treating you? D.C. misses you. The whole office seems to slow down when you’re not there. I miss you, too. Can’t wait to get you alone Tuesday night.>>

Palavi’s nostrils flared as the two women sized up the other, for the second time. Samuel inspected the printout. Looking up at Sandrine he asked, “May we have this copy?”

“Yes.”

Then he asked, “Was there anything either of you noted in his demeanor? This is so unlike him.”

“I concur,” came the confirmation from both Walsh and Sandrine, in cadence. Then Walsh added, “We were honestly hoping that you might have had information.”

Samuel rose up to pour some coffee. Palavi waited until he regained his seat. Then she directed a question to Sandrine. “How well do you know my son?”

Sandrine met Palavi’s severe gaze and very evenly responded. “Very well.”

Palavi looked at her husband, who nodded, the confusion now gone.

CHAPTER 2

Wednesday April 10, 2002

The meeting was over. Samuel folded the email that Sandrine has passed along to him and smiled courteously. Sandrine nodded and the Morrises stood up to leave. Walsh rose then and said, "The Committee requires that I escort you back to the lobby. "Sandrine extended her hand to Palavi who extended her own, mechanically, like an automaton. After Sandrine shook Samuel’s hand goodbye, she completed a graceful about face and exited the room. Walsh then led the couple back to the elevator and down.

Outside, Samuel spoke to his wife. “This email is cause that Sam did not leave on a jaunt, as the sergeant had suggested. He clearly expected to be in town for Sandrine’s return. Let’s go back to Alexandria. I’ll call this Detective Fasso from there.”

He hailed a cab and the couple sat, both in the rear seat. Palavi was silent. This new revelation about Sam and Sandrine was unnerving. The woman was old enough to be Sam’s mother.

Finally, she asked her husband. “What do you think about it?”

“He’s independent – like us. Just the way we raised him. I’m not totally shocked, not really. He is mature for eighteen. Just look at his accomplishments. A relationship with an older woman is not too very peculiar – especially not with the intellect and drive of our son.

“I’m beginning to be concerned, though, that his work may have had something to do with his disappearance. According to that woman, Sam had access to restricted information. And if he was abducted for some reason, he could be in grave danger.” Samuel paused after digesting his own words. “But, then again, why has no one contacted either us or his work place?”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions yet, darling. I think your years running around the world in hot political zones have given you a bit of a complex. There is no evidence whatsoever that Sam has been abducted. I think we should follow your idea and phone the police again and press them to formally start an investigation. If they feel that this is a federal matter, they’ll advise.” But her tone was not tremendously confident. Palavi was beginning to worry.


As soon as they reached the house on Princess Street, Samuel walked to the study and dialed the Precinct on speakerphone. Sergeant Stepmon picked up the line. Mr. Morris confirmed that the speakerphone was live and that his wife was present. Then he asked whether Justine Fasso was available. Stepmon transferred the call.

“Detective Fasso?”

Justine was moving paper. Samuel could hear the ruffling over the speaker. “Yes. How may I help you?”

“This is Samuel Morris. I had filed a missing person’s report for my son yesterday. He turned up missing on Monday, that’s over forty-eight hours now. I believe that is the prerequisite to begin a search for a missing party?”

“It depends, sir. But go on.” Justine had quieted in her chair, at attention to Samuel’s voice.

“My wife and I just now returned from meeting our son’s coworkers at Senate Armed Services Committee. He had sent an email to his mentor expressing his strong desire to visit with her last night. My wife and I feel that this revelation is significant and that, clearly, he would not have missed the meeting after scheduling it this past Sunday. And if something had come up, we feel that he would have sent word to this party.”

“I see.  Are you available to meet tomorrow morning at seven? And bring the document with you along with any other evidence you may have, names of contacts, close friends, relatives and the like. I’d like to look into the matter further.”

“Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow then. Goodbye.”

CHAPTER 3

Thursday April 11 2002


Neither of the Morris parents slept well that evening. They were up early, by five a.m. and dressed by five-thirty. They had coffee in the house and left for D.C. a little after six a.m.

Justine, still absorbed in the Liggett case, was wary of taking on this one. Though Steve’s contacts with the federal agencies were helpful, it was often difficult to conduct an investigation with them. Simplified, Justine had firsthand experience that too many cooks spoil the broth.

From the looks of the file, bare as it was, there was some certain probability that a political agenda was involved. Res Ipsa Loquitur. A young intern, potentially with access to sensitive information, vanishes. There was a reason why agencies required age minimum or close supervision before permitting “eyes only” access. Generally, the background checks alone went on for six months to a year. Young people, particularly young men, were notorious for using privilege to gain favors – particularly sex – with women. Recent U.S. spy cases included the Lonetree incident from the late Cold War era, and others. The issues here could become cumbersome and embarrassing to the Senate, and Justine’s gut told her that any investigation should be conducted on the federal level alone.

Nevertheless, as of this point, the case belonged strictly to local jurisdiction. Until evidence pointed to anything other than a missing person, she would be stuck with it.

Justine packed her briefcase at six thirty and left the house on R Street. She drove her Camry to work, parked, made her way to the Department and grabbed coffee. It was ten minutes before seven. She did not see Steve in the building. He was on the night shift and was likely out on a case.


Samuel Morris opened the door to the Missing Person’s Department at precisely seven a.m. Justine looked up from her paper work and coffee. Putting the mug aside, out of harm’s way, she rose up and met the couple at the door.


Her brown eyes gazed clearly into the eyes of each parent, with a stern measure of compassion. Samuel was impressed. The detective was just over five eight, and she had presence.  Her complexion was ebony and she had an athletic build. Her hair was dark and wavy – with an Asiatic texture, like a Filipina’s. Her handshake was firm.

“Please sit down.” She said as she walked around to gather an extra chair to accommodate Samuel Morris. Palavi had already scouted out her seat. “I’ve looked over the basic information that you provided to the Sergeant.  So far that’s very little to go on.”

Samuel produced the email that Sandrine had provided. “This may provide some insight. Apparently my son was having a relationship with his mentor. Her information is that they were quite close, and she is terribly worried.”

Justine read through the memo and nodded. “This is not definitive but from what I gather from his profile, I can see how you may think that he would not have broken the date.

“What else can you show me?”

Palavi produced a list of Sam’s friends from Andover and a shorter list of close family contacts. “We’ve already checked these people. No one has had any contact with Sam since last Friday or Saturday. You are welcome to the names.”

“Thanks. I’ll just copy them for the file.

“Tell me about your boy.”

Samuel spoke then. “He’s eighteen now. Extremely intelligent and athletic. He graduated early from Phillips Andover Academy and is awaiting confirmation of appointment to the United States Naval Academy at Annapolis. The thing of it is, he had so much going for him that we cannot understand how or why he would have pulled a stunt to jeopardize his future. He chose this course for himself. Since he was thirteen all he talked about was the Navy and the SEALs.”

Justine nodded her head, completely absorbed by Samuel’s passion for his son.

“Sam’s headmaster had petitioned Senate to allow him the privilege of working at the Armed Services Committee. His marks and background were so pristine that he was granted immediate approval by Senator Kennedy.”

“There is one question I need to ask. Do either of you have any doubt that Sam would have compromised his position, for any reason at all.”

“Never!” Palavi was indignant. “Not Sammy.” And Samuel Morris nodded in agreement.


“Well, then. There are only two likely scenarios. The one we hope for is this. Sam regressed and decided to be a child. He left for a mini-vacation somewhere. The alternative is that he was compromised. If he had access to information, other parties may have sought him out.


“Tell me. Have you reviewed his things at his apartment?”


“Yes. As far as we could tell, there was nothing there. It was odd, though, that he left an uneaten dinner on the kitchen counter. He’s generally very fastidious about his kitchen and his books.” Palavi wrinkled her nose as she described the scene.


“Anything else?”


“We played his telephone messages. There was nothing out of the ordinary there. And we checked email, too.”


“How about chat rooms? Did you go online and retrace his website visits?”


“No. That really did not occur to us.”


“OK. There may be something on his hard drive.


“This is what I propose. I’ll make a recommendation to my Captain that Metropolitan Police pursue the investigation. I also have some friends in the military and in the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I’ll run the scenario by them and see whether they may have some ideas.


“Will you both be in town for a few days?”


Palavi spoke first. “I took leave for the remainder of this week and early next week.

But I’ll have to return to Cambridge by the end of next week. Finals begin first week of May and I need to advise my students for their papers.”


“I’ll be here for some time.” And Samuel Morris looked over and put his arm around his wife’s shoulders.


“And I may reach you at this number in Alexandria?”


“Yes. The house belongs to a friend and I have use of it for as long as necessary.”


“Great then. I’ll call you by tomorrow afternoon. Oh. It may be prudent to ask Armed Services to pressure Metropolitan Police. One phone call from the Committee would remove any hesitancy on the part of my superiors.”

CHAPTER 4

Friday April 12 2002


Justine made the call to the Johns residence a little after one o’clock p.m. on Friday. The Morrises were out and she left word that she would be handling the investigation. Jack Walsh had made a call to the Chief of Police and, like clockwork, the orders moved down the line. The Captain assigned the case to Justine and, reluctantly, she began to work.


The Liggett case was still hot. MacComber had sent an email the night before that there was evidence that the father, Jewan Andrews, had overnighted in Denver, Colorado. But the Bureau acknowledged that they were no closer to pinning the man or the missing girl to a specific location. Not yet, anyway.


She put aside the file and called the property management company for Sam’s building. She asked Mitch Levi to assist collecting evidence in the apartment. Mitch was a seasoned veteran of forensics. Over the years, he had worked cases with Justine and with her husband, Steve.


Mitch took one assistant and drove the evidence van himself. He met Justine at the P Street apartment a little after two p.m.


“Put those cases over there, against the wall. Start with the computer.” Mitch charged his assistant before he even completed a survey of the room. Mitch knew that the missing man was a technology wizard. He had studied the file, including the transcripts from Prep school. Mitch felt that the surest place to find information was the hard drive.

Justine approached the two investigators, smiling. “I’m glad you finally made it.  Did you get caught in traffic?”

Mitch smiled back. “No. I just thought it would be fun to let you get a run at it for a few minutes.” Then, less jovially, “Did you see anything?”

“Yeah. There’s a rotting steak out there in the kitchen. He left in a hurry. Everything else is in place except for this lone, cooked, decaying, T.V. dinner.”

“OK. Well let’s have a look at this computer.” And looking at the assistant, “Let’s dust the hardware before we start.”

After fifteen minutes, the two professionals had lifted prints from the keyboard, the monitor, and the tower device. “It’ll be tricky dusting the laptop in the bay. If we pull it out, it’ll go off standby mode. Let’s do the cover and the sides. We’ll get the rest after we examine the web traffic history.”

Mitch donned cotton gloves and tapped the mouse. The screen activated to the same Outlook window the Morrises had reviewed. “This is useless.” Then he hit Alt-Tab and began to toggle to other windows.  The website address was still visible in the window, but the screen shouted “The page cannot be displayed.” One other window boasted the same message.


“Yeah. It looks like he was in a coupla chat rooms. But the data stream is gone. We could probably recover it from the hard drive. That’s for the techs at the lab.” Mitch noted the website addresses in his notebook and shut the windows. Then he opened up Windows Explorer and searched for files created or modified during the prior week. A list of HTML and text files appeared. “Bingo. Tranquility Base here. The Eagle has landed.”


Justine smiled at the reference to Apollo Thirteen. Mitch was happy. He had recovered data.


“This’ll be useful. But I wanna take it back to the lab. We can control the environment there.


“Let’s tag this stuff.” Then he and his assistant authoritatively posted flags on the computer, the desk, and chair, everything they had dusted. Mitch took out his camera and began snapping photographs.


Mitch then looked over the balance of the apartment. He started with the bookcases and then wall hangings.  The Morris boy definitely had eclectic interests. A Rodin “Thinker” poster adorned the wall just opposite the computer workstation. Salvador Dali prints graced either side of the Rodin. And Escher rounded out the cerebral motif on the remaining wall, around the books.


“The kid was bright, yes?”


“The kid is bright, Mitch. Let’s not start using past tense yet.”


“Oh. I’m sorry. You’re correct.


“Look at this collection. He has everything here from the Greek Classics to Descartes, Marx, Camus and Sartre.


“Justine, it’s amazing. I checked his profile. He was - is a lettered athlete too.  He reminds me a little of that Gregor boy. What was his name? We worked the case back in ninety-five.”


“You mean Max. Yeah. I guess, in a way you’re right.


“Are we done here? I promised to pick up my daughter at school today. She’s taking a class at Howard. We’re meeting Steve for dinner at Union Station.”


“No. Not yet. I wanna dust the kitchen. Especially around that decomposing food you mentioned.” Mitch glanced at his assistant and waved him over towards the kitchen. “Let’s go.” The apprentice grabbed his case and followed Mitch past the portal in the kitchen.


The two men dusted, lifted, then flagged and photographed the area. “OK. We’re through.” The three police officers left the apartment together.

Downstairs, near Justine’s car, she requested, “Send me the report ASAP. Sam’s prints are on record with Senate. And the parents will give you their impressions to compare to those you lifted. Contingent on the computer evidence, we may have to turn this over to the feds. If this kid was into anything restricted I’d just as soon as wash my hands of the whole thing.” Then Justine opened the door to her Camry and drove down P towards Seventh Street, NW.

Mitch and his assistant loaded the hard drive, laptop, and their cases into the van. It took two trips to cart everything down. Then Mitch threw his keys to the apprentice. “I’ll ride shotgun on the way back.” The young trainee smiled and got up behind the wheel.

CHAPTER 5

Friday April 12 2002


Rachel was waiting for her mother in the lobby of the Arts and Sciences Building at Howard University, book bag slung low over her shoulder. “C’mon in. We have to meet your father for dinner at Union Station.”


Justine always got a kick out of calling Steve ‘Rachel’s father.’ Rachel’s natural father, a career soldier, had been out of the picture for fourteen years or so. Justine and Claude Bowman had divorced just before Justine had enrolled at the Police Academy. Each member of the couple was simply too headstrong and they found that they were destroying the soul of the other. They broke off the relationship for the benefit of their mutual sanity.


Rachel was all smiles. “Pizza?”


“Maybe. Or maybe just a healthy salad,” as she tweaked her daughter’s nose.


It was just after four o’clock and the traffic was beginning to intensify. Justine drove down R Street, past the house, and turned right on North Capitol towards the dome. She weaved her way back over to Union Station and parked in the garage. The young women strolled out of the car and took the side entrance into the main concourse. They maneuvered around the crowds and rode the escalator down to the food court and looked for Steve. He spotted them first.


Steve Fasso was tall and thin. He stood about six feet even. His weight was one hundred seventy five, always. His bronze complexion darkened considerably under the summer sun, but now in April it was light in tone. Still, though, it made a severe contrast with his gray eyes.


Justine had married Steve in 1997 after an eight-year relationship. He had been recruited by the FBI just out of college, but reigned after five years, and accepted a position as Inspector on the Metropolitan Police homicide division in 1988. He both mentored and loved Justine. They helped each other with cases whenever possible.


Steve bent over and kissed his wife on the moth. She wrapped her arms around him in a warm embrace. Rachel had already made her way up to the queue to order pizza.


“How was your day? Did you get the Morris assignment?”


“Yes. I drew it this morning. Mitch and I searched the apartment this afternoon. He’s pretty keen on the computer.”


“He usually is,” joked Steve. “But he has a great hit ratio with hard drives.


“Do you want to talk about it or would you rather relax?”


“Both. Let’s sit for a couple.” Justine turned around and winked at her daughter, pointing to a vacant table in a slightly trafficked area on the floor. Rachel waved back indicating, “OK.”


Steve inquired, “Tell me about it.”


“The kid is brilliant. He’s a preppie from Andover and has an impressive assignment at Senate. Real high profile cloak and dagger stuff.”


“Why aren’t the feds running it?”


“They may be doing their own work for all I know. I would be. But the parents petitioned Metro Police to investigate. And Steve, the boy was very responsible. His credentials read like the ideal boy scout.”


Steve just nodded as his wife went on.


“He disappeared without a trace. Like he left his apartment in the middle of dinner on Saturday or Sunday. There’s no sign, no message to parents or friends.”


Steve cut in. “If it weren’t for the cloak and dagger stuff I would guess that he’s on vacation somewhere. But his links to classified information put it in a whole other ballpark.


“Any chance that he turned?”


“Hardly. Like I said, he’s a boy scout.”


Steve trusted his wife’s insight and completely dismissed the scenario. “Do you want me to make a few calls to the Bureau?”


“Yes. Actually, I would.” Justine knew that her husband’s ties to the FBI were deep; that his friendships with agents had matured over two decades. “At the very least, see whether they are pursuing anything. And if they are not, find out why.”


“Done. I’ll check with Sanjay tomorrow. Now. How about pizza?”


Justine glanced up and saw Rachel impatiently tapping her right foot on the floor, her arms folded at her sternum. “Looks like she’s hungry.”


“Me too. Let’s see what she ordered for us.” Steve led the way as they sauntered over to the counter.

When Steve raised his eyebrow in inquiry, Rachel smiled back. “Spinach and feta. Mother had suggested a healthy salad so I decided to meet her halfway.”


“Is it too late to change? Let’s get sausage on half of it, too.” The carnivore in Steve was showing.


Rachel looked annoyed and then turned to the clerk. “Can we get sausage on that, too?”


The clerk nodded in affirmation.

CHAPTER 6

Saturday April 13 2002


Steve Fasso was a homicide detective. He was also a terrific profiler, able to draw character of both perpetrator and victim. On Saturday morning he checked the electronic notes on the Morris boy from the computer at his desk. He realized at once that Justine had not exaggerated. Sam Morris was a boy scout, or perhaps an astronaut. There was no way this youth could have been compromised.


He dialed Sanjay Warwick, an FBI associate from his days at the Academy. After twenty years, Sanjay had good rank, Regional Director, Midwest Operations. He was still sharp in the field, too.


“Warwick.” Came the reply from the other end. “Steve. How’s it going?” Then the hollow sound of the mike disappeared as Sanjay clicked off speakerphone and picked up the headset.


“Ah. Technology is marvelous, isn’t it? Tell me. Do you memorize the caller ID digits or was my name programmed to this number.”


“C’mon Steve. I’m not as sharp as all that. I had all of my friends vitals input along with their phone ids.” When Sanjay said vitals he meant it. The LED on his phone probably provided height, weight, health situation, marital status, and peccadilloes. Ah – the Hoover legacy.


“When are you coming in for a visit?”


“Too busy, Steve. I’m running two thousand agents. And with this Homeland Security thing, I’ve got no time. I’m pulling seven days a week. I’ll probably be forced to relieve myself in a month or so. I can already sense that my effectiveness is beginning to wane.”


“Well. I hate to do this, but I’ve got a situation here. Justine’s running a case – a missing teenager from Cambridge, Mass.” He’d been interning at Senate Armed Services. And, he had access.”


“OK. What do you need?”


“Is the Bureau looking into it? J and I were talking last night and it puzzles her that jurisdiction is local.”


“What’s his name?”


“Sam Morris.”


Sanjay paused. “Son of Samuel Morris II? The oil consultant?”


“That’s right. How’d you know that?”


“Cambridge. My father knows them. Dad’s firm arranged some contracts for Morris.


“When did the boy go missing?”


“This past weekend. No one has heard from him since Sunday.”


“OK. Let me look into it. Email ok?”


“Sure.”


“Right. I’ll drop you a memo by tonight.


“Listen. I’ve gotta go. I’m doing an inspection at Evanston today. It’s a surprise.” Sanjay let out a hearty laugh.


“Right then. And thanks, Sanjay.”


“No sweat. Hey. Maybe if I get away next month we could do some fishing.”


Steve was pleased. That’d be great. I hope you can pull it off.” Then he put the phone down and retrieved a case file - the closest one to him – and got busy. He spent all of Saturday in house, completing paperwork and creating or amending profiles.


That evening he had the house all to himself. Justine and Rachel were out at ballet. He checked his computer account at eight thirty that night. Sanjay had sent an email:

<<No activity D.C. District Office. The Bureau is not looking at Sam Morris… sw>>


That was that. But is seemed puzzling. It was just odd that a situation of this high profile did not automatically generate concern at the Bureau. He left a note with a printed copy of the email for Justine and climbed up to bed at nine. He was off on Sunday but he was beat and needed sleep, so he turned in early.


As he lay in bed, Steve thought of something else – NSA – CIA. And he had one contact at CIA, Max. Steve made a mental note to call Gregor later in the week.

CHAPTER 7

Sunday April 14 2002


Justine was at work early on Sunday. The prior night, after the performance, she had crawled into bed with Steve around eleven. They slept together like spoons in a drawer. In the morning, Steve assembled breakfast: toast, jam, and a boiled egg for his wife. He always made breakfast on his days off. They talked about the ballet, and he was all ears. Rachel studied dance and the three often went to performance.


Then, before she left, Steve handed her his note and the email from Sanjay. But he also told her that he would check with CIA. He reasoned that FBI might have been called off if CIA had jurisdiction. That is, if the issue was international in scope. But Steve also warned that his queries could likely be met with silence. There was only one man at Langley who might be straight with him. And because of his lack of seniority, it was doubtful that he knew anything in any event.


At the Precinct Justine tacked a copy of Warwick’s email to the working file and wrote some notes following her discussions with Steve.


Then she pulled the Liggett file and checked in with MacComber’s people. Somehow the Bureau felt that Andrews was heading to Seattle or Tacoma Washington. They had tailed Andrews’ cousin from Los Angeles who had trekked up to Washington State. They were tracking the situation from both angles. Justine was quite impressed with the level of manpower the Bureau was putting into the case.


By nine she had updated the Liggett file. She turned to the other pending cases and worked through two p.m. when she left for home. She planned on completing earnest interviews of the parties at Senate the following day.

CHAPTER 8

Monday April 15 2002


Justine started her Monday with a call to Sandrine Tilson, the woman in Sam Morris’ life. They scheduled a meeting for eleven a.m. on neutral territory, over a sandwich at Au Bon Pain.


When Justine arrived, the Tilson woman was seated and waiting. Sandrine had told the detective that she would be wearing a plain navy suit over a white blouse. There was no trouble at all recognizing the Army Captain.

Justine was intimidated. The woman was stunning. Not simply attractive, but athletic and mentally tough. He manner reflected a strength that left Justine awestruck. The detective walked up to the table and said hello.

“I hope I can help in some way.” Sandrine consciously tried to warm to the situation. She knew that her presence often put people ill at ease – especially civilians.

“Have you ordered yet? I’m famished.”

“No. I was waiting for you. What can I get for you. My treat.”

Justine, reaching for her briefcase to form a barrier between herself and Tilson asked, “Are you sure? I can expense it.”

“No bother.”

“Well. I’ll take a grilled chicken on wheat with mayo and mustard.”

“Done.” And Sandrine Tilson stood, turned sharply but gracefully and marched toward the counter.”

Justine pulled out a pad and pen and wrote her impression of the woman. Then she sat, more comfortable, and fiddled with her pen.

Sandrine returned. “They’ll call me when the order is ready.


Then Justine took control. Her training and experience picked up the slack and buttressed her esteem. “Let’s get down to it then. I understand that you were involved with the young man.”


“That is correct. We’ve been intimate since February. But we were discreet about it. Walsh, Sam’s supervisor, was aware. But no one else had been.”


“What can you tell me about Sam?”


“He is a strong young man. And bright. That’s what intrigued me. He knew more about satellite intel than junior officers I had trained in the service. And he craved more. I thought he was a natural for intelligence.”


“How about his personality? How was his stability level?”


“Sam is a mark of stability. His ideology is quintessential American. Just right of center. He follows the model of Thucydides in the Sparta-Corcyra-Athens debate. Basically, Sam feels that ‘the strong do what they can; the weak do what they must.’ But he tempers that view with a knowledge of statecraft out of the works of Jefferson, Bismark, Clausewicz, Lincoln, and Churchill. He is not arrogant about State power and prestige. He feels that strong nations are responsible to maintain order, on the one hand, and bring along their younger siblings – following democratic republican principles, on the other. Sam believes in Manifest Destiny, but he takes it beyond James Monroe’s Doctrine and Teddy Roosevelt’s ‘Big Stick.’ He sees the role of the United States as policeman, arbitrator, and model ideology for the rest of the world.”


Justine could follow most of Sandrine’s language. She had majored in history. But some of the writers Tilson mentioned were unfamiliar to her. Nevertheless, she took notes. Steve would be able to help later. “What were his goals as a man?”


“Sam wanted to go military. He is enamored of Navy Seals. I tried to talk him into a career with the Army as special operations, but his mind is set on Navy. I feel that he would ultimately end up at State. And, to be honest, I am excited to know him. There is greatness there.”


“How was your relationship?”


“I think at first – for the first week or two – he was awestruck of me and my position. But he became comfortable and began to view himself as an equal to me. He is one of the strongest, most sensitive, and self-assured men I have ever known. He is tender and caring of those he chooses to call friend.”


“Sandrine? To what kinds of information was he privy?”


“Sam has access to all but the most highly sensitive information. He was given standard clearance for a Junior Intelligence Officer. Database access is firewalled and the passwords, secured to each individual, are changed every three days. Sam has not pursued access, remote or otherwise, since last Friday.”


“That was my understanding. Why aren’t the federal authorities reviewing the case?”


“The Committee has not yet made a decision to alert a federal investigation. Personally, I think they are concerned that a hard-line review may cause embarrassment. By keeping it under local jurisdiction, I believe they think the Press will show little interest. You see, if the Federal Bureau of Investigation were brought in, the headlines would read: Armed Services Intern of Iranian Descent Disappears with Classified Information.”


Justine nodded. That was the most plausible explanation she had heard. The sandwiches were ready and Sandrine looked at Justine, as if to request, “let’s take a break.”


As they ate and made small talk, the two women warmed to each other. Sandrine turned tables and asked about Justine’s career. Tilson, too, admitted some awe for the Detective – a black woman in the largely segregated society of D.C. Justine talked about her background and her years as a beat cop. She also talked about her family. Sandrine said that she had chosen not to have children. Her family, she said, was the Army and the Federal Government.


After lunch, Justine asked Sandrine. “What do you think happened?”


“I honestly don’t have a clue. If this was some spy story I would imagine that he’d been abducted and held for ransom. Believe me, the thought has run through my mind. But no one has received a demand. He’s just evaporated.”

End Part 2
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PART 3

CHAPTER 1

Friday May 17 2002

Sam Morris was energized looking out over the Atlantic from the window seat on his Virgin Atlantic flight to Heathrow, United Kingdom. His hair was longer than he liked it, over his ears and past his collar. His loose-fitting casual clothes lessened the impact of his chiseled physique. The beginnings of a beard, fine and black, adorned his tough chin and hard cheeks.

He turned to the Koran, in Farsi, and read as he recalled his training of the past few months. They came for him on April Seventh, just as he finished a chat room discussion and was sitting down to dinner. They needed a response within the minute. And he ecstatically said yes. There was no doubt in his mind whatsoever. He had dreamed of this and they were granting him an opportunity to do it – to make a difference.


Samuel Saeed Morris, A.K.A. Saeed Jamal Shirazi, was flown to Colorado Springs for training. They brought in two special forces types to supervise the crash course. They started on Monday. Reveille was at four a.m. A Persian-American in desert apparel woke Saeed Shirazi by shouting Farsi obscenities at him. His trainers pushed him to a hard ten-mile run and a mile long swim before morning prayers and breakfast - heavy goats milk and goat cheese with bread - then a quick shower. There was to be no shaving or haircuts from that point on. They wanted him to become familiar with the smell and the look.


Promptly at seven thirty, lessons began. Satellite uplink protocol, switch hardware, microwave transmission, and a new jamming mechanism – a wall composed of fiberboard sandwiched around nickel-ferrite powder.


Calisthenics followed prayers at ten a.m. He was driven into crunches, sit-ups, pull-ups, and a short run around the track.


Prayers preceded lunch of lamb or goat with rice, and either Syrian or Afghani bread.


Additional lessons followed bathroom break. Smart ordnance, UAVs and mini-nukes were taught from one through four p.m., before prayers.


Diving lessons commenced at four thirty. They taught basic snorkeling at first. By the end of the first week, Sam was doing free dives to fifty feet, using the lead weight to pull him down the tall water tower. He knew to blow out the gas as he surfaced. Rapid ascension from as little as fifty feet may result in nitrogen toxicity.


From six to seven, he was drilled on the shooting range. Small weapons at first. Then the rifle and finally assault weapons. After range practice and prayers he cleaned and reassembled the weapon.


They left him alone for the day after that. But they expected him to study – to know the material. He pulled all-nighters three nights during the first week – until he knew that his mind and body were past exhaustion. Then he simply slept. His proctors were impressed that Sam knew his limitations.


By the fourth day, when Saeed had grown accustomed to the routine, the syllabus shifted. Lessons were reordered to begin at four thirty a.m. Shooting range practice followed. Then calisthenics. The long run and swim ended the day. The only constant was the call to prayer. And Saeed knew his new name.


Week two began with kill training. A knife and a dummy. “The quickest, most quiet kill, using this weapon, is the slit to the throat,” explained the instructor, in Farsi. “But you can also do this.” And the instructor deftly twisted the dummy’s head around, until it fell over limp on the torso of the mannequin.


“The hand is a weapon. But use the palm,” he said as he extended his hand. “The bone here is hard and protected. Use the webbing between thumb and forefinger. You can break the larynx with this. Your opponent will be stunned from the loss of breath as the windpipe crushes closed.


“Smash the nose. Push the cartilage up and back to the brain. That’s a quick kill with your hands. If it’s between you and him, make sure you survive.”


Saeed was a natural. They drilled him in street fighting, Shi’ite Ismaili meditation technique, and Chinese martial arts.


They berated him. Accused him of computer hacking and espionage, locked him inside of a cell during the evenings, beat him black and blue during martial arts training. Then they told him that he had to leave the country or face extended jail time. They were feeding him his cover as they trained him.


Saeed Jamal Shirazi, Iranian immigrant and computer whiz kid, had a record with the Massuchusetts state’s attorney’s office and the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Saeed Shirazi had infiltrated the Registrar’s mainframe at MIT, and was caught attempting to install a worm into the Department of Commerce network in Washington, D.C.


Saeed Shirazi was a malcontent who kept to his anti-West Islamic fundamentalist ways. He had run away from home at fourteen and had long ago broken contact with his Persian father and American mother. He seemed to bring trouble wherever he went. Saeed Shirazi longed for the pure life of Islam. He longed to submit to the higher power of Allah and he was seeking a worthwhile fundamentalist group where he could ply his trade and assist the coming age of Paradise, where Islam becomes the world’s true and only faith.


They dropped him into the Capitan mountain range in New Mexico during his sixth week of training. The snow still powdered altitude over eight thousand feet and Saeed was instructed to make his way down, through the desert, and to the base in Roswell, unassisted. He wore simple fatigues and carried one knife, an empty standard issue one-liter container, no wallet, no money, and no food.


His first instinct was to make the tree line. He needed to get out of the snow. After that, he worried about calories. There were plants and grubs below the snow line, and Saeed ate. Hibernating beetles and moths became his diet for two days. And he slept under cover of plant growth - moss, lichen, and rotting vegetation became his blanket inside of a hollow log. He managed to snare a squirrel for protein before he made it to the arid area below, with his container now full of fresh stream water.


After that, the march to Roswell was easy. But Saeed smelled. The dirt and fleas and lice were imbedded in his fatigues, his beard, and hair. All he craved was the simple thing. The shower.


Moments after he checked in at the base gate in Roswell, a jeep appeared and he was driven to a secluded bivouac where he cleaned up and ate a proper meal. They gave him the rest of the day off.


This past week was mostly cover conditioning. He lived in bivouac with military actors playing disgruntled Arab or Afghan Americans. He absorbed the jargon. He was ready by Wednesday.


His proctors completed the final briefing yesterday, requiring that Saeed commit British and Egyptian contact names to memory. Saeed was now a spy. His assignment was to infiltrate Hezb al-Sharia, the Party of the Law, a small Shi’ite fundamentalist group based out of Syria, that had been assaulting U.S. and Israeli Intelligence technology in Pakistan and Afghanistan.

If there was such a thing as organized terrorism, this was it. This particular faction specialized in demolitions of transmission systems, jamming SIGINT from Iraq and Afghanistan, and eavesdropping. Michael Ibrahamian, a wealthy and charismatic MIT Ph.D. graduate had founded the organization in 1990. He had become disillusioned after his Palestinian family was killed in an Israeli raid on the West Bank during the Gulf War. ONI and CIA had provided erroneous intelligence to MOSSAD that the man’s family had been involved in activity sympathetic to Saddam Hussein. 
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CHAPTER 2

Friday May 17, 2002

Sam Morris


The Atlantic sky was clear and blue. Looking down over the ocean, Sam was at times uncertain of his perspective. Intermittent clouds at the horizon provoked the appearance that the water was the sky. Sam had experienced the illusion before, during the many trans-ocean flights he had taken with his parents.


As a child he had sometimes traveled with his mother or father. He had visited the U.K., Egypt, and Morocco. Later, at Andover, he had arranged summer trips to Europe – France, Switzerland, Germany, Turkey, and Greece. During those summers he immersed himself in other cultures. Shying away from the tourist hot spots, Sam concentrated his adventures on the small towns and less traveled roads. On those journeys he and his group found the more honest spirit of the Old World. The people were more generous and the scenery – sight, sounds, and smells – was more stunning.


During these excursions, Sam neglected neither his fitness nore his appearance. His father had taught him that a gentleman manages his appearance and his physique. Samuel Morris II had also instructed his boy that exercise is the surest method to manage stress. Daily Sam awoke at five, with the sun, and ran. When available, he played soccer or basketball in pick-up games with the locals. He made friends with boys and girls wherever he traveled. His network was extensive.


Sam arrived at Heathrow at five p.m. local time. The sun was high, about two o’clock in the sky, and bright. London, usually shrouded in layers of mist or rain in the early summer, was unusually clear this day.

Saeed Jamal Shirazi


He cleared the crown and hustled to the baggage section. Saeed detested to check baggage but his traveling backpack was simply too large for carry on. On the way to customs Saeed noted three agents, two females on one male, but he knew there were likely more. These days, all international airports were highly surveilled. They had looked him over rather rigorously. Even the customs official raised an eyebrow and made sure to closely inspect the U.S. passport the CIA had produced. It showed travel to Canada, Brazil, Morocco, and Saudi Arabia.


The customs official firmly stamped and handed back the passport portfolio and Saeed nodded his head, hoisted up the pack, and stepped along, heading toward the exit.


Heathrow Airport connected with the city by public transportation – bus. Saeed was low key. He did not have a bankroll so economy was the order of the day. There was a mosque and study center that drew funding from a wealthy Syrian organization. Saeed needed to make Friday prayers.


Traffic was hectic in town at Picadilly. He jogged through familiar streets, backpack bouncing on his back. It was a good stretch. The mosque, up ahead on (???) Street was situated in a nondescript two-story professional building. Saeed walked up the ten concrete stairs to the oaken floor. The brass knob, situated in the center of the doorway, was textured in Arabic lettering. A stylized stain glass above the portal read: “Allah Made Man; fashioned him from a blood clot!”


He removed his shoes, washed his feet, and eased his way down the short marble floored hallway to a staircase, following the murmured sound of prayers, and entered the main prayer chamber.

CHAPTER 3

Friday May 17, 2002

The main prayer chamber was filled to capacity. The room was large. Saeed figured the diameter was about an hundred and fifty feet. Over one hundred men lay prostrate there, murmuring, and at moments shouting prayers in Arabic.

Saeed knelt on an empty mat near the end of the room close to the doorway and opened his arms, eyes peering upward to the Arabic script on the ceiling, and began. The prayers continued for an hour, until nearly eight. When Saeed entered the chamber no one acknowledged his presence. Everyone was completely focused on ritual.

The men rose up after the end of the prayer service and rolled their mats and deposited them at the perimeter of the chamber along the walls. Saeed followed the example, made eye contact with several of the men and passed greetings along in Arabic “Salam-a-lekium” and then in English.

These men were mostly first and second generation British of Near Eastern and Islamic descent. The resident mujtahid ambled along a clear space in the meeting room. His black cassock hugged his slender frame and Saeed could immediately tell that his right leg was dead. The teacher held a cane in his right hand to support that side. And the cassock did not bend at that knee. The man walked up to Saeed. He smiled.

The teacher stretched his arm out towards Saeed. “Salam-a-lekium.” The accent was very proper British – Oxbridge. Saeed was familiar with the intonation from one of his Andover professors.

Saeed clasped the cleric’s hand within his two. “Hello.” Saeed buried his Massachusetts accent. He used standard Northeast U.S.

“My name is Sayyid Isma’el. And this,” he panned the room with his arm, “is my flock. You are new to London?”

“Yes. I actually only arrived this afternoon. A friend in the States had suggested this mosque. I didn’t want to miss prayers so I hurried over from Heathrow.”

“Quite commendable…And your name?”

Saeed blushed. “Oh, I’m sorry. Saeed Shirazi. From Iran, originally.”

The cleric smiled. “Let’s talk a while. We have tea in the dining hall.” The cleric extended his left arm and Saeed followed through a door near the opposite end of the chamber. Many of the other men had preceded them through that portal. Others still stood in the chamber chatting, perhaps catching up on events of the week.

The doorway opened to a small vestibule adorned in gold lettering celebrating Mohammed’s return to Mecca in triumph after the Hijra. The parted gold double-doors at the far end of the vestibule opened to a cafeteria area. Saeed could smell hot pastries, maybe baklava, and strong coffee.

The cleric talked for the duration of the tour. “We built this place in the early Seventies, after the (1972 War) and at the height of the OPEC crisis. The Saudi family, Hussein in Jordan, even Reza Shah had begun to focus and spend money abroad to fund Islamic learning. It was PR really. Those Israelis – Dyan, Meir, and Begin were fuming about how terrible the Arab-speaking world was. And Arabic money started flowing to fund places like this to counter the negative views the West had begun to embrace.

“We do good work here. We distribute food and clothing and we even have a twenty-bed facility for homeless men and women. Five of my assistants teach Qur’an and Islamic culture. Our students range from three years of age to elderly. We try to project a positive image of Islam.”

He looked up at Saeed, “Perhaps you would be interested in a course of study?” The cleric let it hang.

Saeed said simply, “No. That’s not why I’m here.”

The mujtahid continued. “We have annexes in Egypt and Iran. Many of our members  travel abroad and spend time there in study and meditation.

The Sayyid spoke on. At times animated, and somber at other times. Saeed listened attentatively as they sat and sipped hot sweet tea. “Tell me about yourself.”

And Saeed started talking, being sure to keep eye contact. The cover was consistent and he knew it well. He brightly explained how he had left home at fourteen to find himself.  He had taken classes at small Islamic centers in the Northeast. He had crossed the line occasionally. Even still, he had managed to claw his way into MIT where he had been caught hacking. Saeed explained that he had been forced to flee the U.S. before indictment on pending federal charges.

CHAPTER 4

Friday May 17, 2002


They talked for hours. After the faithful had left the facility the pair was still seated there in the cafeteria, engrossed in deep philosophical discussions. They spoke of government and reviewed the history of Western policy in the Near East.


“The Qajars sold us out. Persia had been the last stronghold in the Nineteenth Century. After the Qajar sold the tobacco and coffee concessions to the U.K. the entire Near East was doomed…And Russia took the rest.”


“But Afghanistan also fought the British fiercely.”


“Yes. That’s true. But Afghanistan did never hold a strategic position – at least not until recently.”


“I imagine. I know that Afghanistan has some natural gas reserves. But nothing that strategic.”


“What about the neighboring countries. If you wanted to pipe petroleum out of Turkmenistan, for instance, you’d have to go through Iran…”

“Or Afghanistan to Pakistan and then the Gulf.”


“Correct. So you see, Afghanistan has tremendous strategic value.”


At nearly eleven o’clock Isma’el asked Saeed whether the young man had made any arrangements for lodging. Saeed explained that he had not.


“You are welcome to stay here. We have ten dormitory rooms for our visiting students. Two of them are vacant. I argue that you are a traveling student, studying life.”


Saeed smiled at that. “I welcome your offer of hospitality.”


“Come, then.” The mujtahid rose up vigorously, pushing off on his cane for support. “Where are your things?”


“Left in the prayer hall.”


“Go retrieve your belongings. Meet me back in the vestibule. We’ll take the lift upstairs.” He smiled and tapped his right leg.


Saeed hustled off, smiling too, and returned shortly with his cumbersome pack.


“Is that all of your belongings? You left the U.S. carrying a three-day pack?”


“Yes. There really was no cause to carry more. I like to travel light.”


“Right, then.” The cleric parted a door that opened to a small stairwell. The elevator was positioned adjacent to the stairs.


They rode up three levels from the basement. The elevator doors opened to a small corridor, five doors on either side. “Here we are. Please be quiet. Our students meditate often.”


The Sayyid eased his way down the hall and Saeed followed close behind. The cleric opened the second door on the right.


The room was pristine and Spartan. One desk, one twin mattress imbedded in a heavy wooden frame, industrial gray wall-to-wall carpet, and two chairs – one at the desk, the second, adjacent to the bed. A matching pine bureau lay behind the open door.


“I’ll let you make your room. We’ll talk some more tomorrow.”

CHAPTER 5

Saturday May 18, 2002


Saeed rose early, before the sun, and suited up for a run. As he walked down the hall he could hear chanting from two of the rooms there. He eased down the stairs quietly and exited into an alley from a side door. He was out pounding asphalt before half past five. He ran for an hour, about ten miles, through the streets of London. (Run the Thames?)


By eight o’clock Saeed had washed, changed and breakfasted. He made his way to the study, picked two books and sat to review the two collections of essays by Islamic philosophers. He perused Afghani’s “Réponse a Renan;” and then he turned to other philosophers: Ibn Cenna, Farduzzi, Ibn Khaldun, and Khomeini. Saeed sat directly across the table from another student who was deeply engrossed in some text.


Saeed, cognizant of the young man in deep concentration there in the room, eased himself into a chair, quietly, careful not to ruffle the pages of Al Muqadimah. The other gentleman looked up. “Salaam-a-lekium.”


Saeed replied, “Salaam.”


The young man, in Arabic said, “my name is Mahmoud al-Ghazali.”


Saeed understood the words. But he replied, “I’m sorry. My Arabic is poor. Do you speak English?”


Mahmoud nodded. “Certainly. I attended university in Germany and the U.K. My name is Mahmoud al-Ghazali.”


“Fine, then. I’m Saeed Shirazi.”


“Ah. I thought so. A Persian.” Mahmoud’s smile was lopsided, as though the muscle above the left side of his lip was dead. Then Saeed focused on the thin scar just under his nose.

Saeed’s brow wrinkled. “Do you have a problem with Persians?”

“No. My first wife was Persian. She died in Germany.” His eyes lost focus for an instant. She was a strong woman. I guess I let me feelings show on my face.”

“I’m sorry…Are you Palestinian?”

“Yes. But I grew up in Egypt.”

“Oh. I thought  I recognized some of that in your accent.”

“Sure. And you are American.”

“Yes and no. My parents left Iran in 1987 when I was four. They traveled to Syria, then Turkey, then France. They went to the U.S. from France.

You see, my mother was an American. In the Peace Corps in Turkey. She accepted Islam there and traveled to Iran for humanitarian reasons. My father was a teacher in Shiraz. They married – and then my mother took us to the states.”

“That’s quite an adventure.”

“I guess.”

“Why are you here?”

Saeed smiled, smirked really. “I had some trouble at school. I cut into some ‘privileged’ material on the database.”

Mahmoud laughed aloud. “And?”

“And…It seemed prudent to exit before things got too severe.”

“I don’t want to pry. Not really. But I am curious. What did you break into?”

“Grades, funding, exams. Nothing really earth-shaking. But the student court and the Administration took it poorly. Personally, I feel that I should have received an A for creativity. It was quite a jaunt.

“There was also some mention of a worm at Department of Commerce. It hadn’t been proved. Anyway, the authorities were brought in and I left before it could get any worse.” Saeed was cocky.

“So you have knowledge of software?”

“I guess. They say I have a gift. I don’t know. I’ve been into code since I was ten. MIT took me when I was seventeen. I had not even finished high school.”

“What are you reading over there?” Ghazali was prying. Saeed could sense that the Palestinian was trying to read his soul.

“I’m catching up on my philosophy. Ibn Khaldun, Jamal al-din Afghani, and Khomeini.”

“That’s hard reading.”

“Not really. I’m just finishing my ideology.”

“How is that?”

“Ok. Khaldun tells me that Islam is broad. That it accommodates the aspirations of all of the elements of society – humanism, science and technology, equality of men and women; Afghani tells me that the ends justify the means – that the activist must use whatever means necessary to dissipate tyranny and its effects on society. Khomeini tells me that Shi’ite Islam, in its purest mysticism, provides a means for the human being to embrace a deep understanding of life. But he is also stern and requires me to form a judgment whether the corruption of the West is compatible with that understanding.”

“And what is your judgment?”

“I say no. I say that the West must be removed from Islam. The corrupting force is too strong. It’s antithetical to true spiritual growth.”

Mahmoud nodded. “And what are your plans?”

“I have none. I thought to come here for a time. After that, I’m not certain.”

“Do you have any desire to see Egypt?”

“I’ve been. But I had not considered it for this journey.”

“Keep an open mind…I’ll be returning there next week. It may be exactly what you need to reach the next level.”

Saeed grinned. “Perhaps. It might be.”


Sayyid Isma’el walked into the room – like it was queued. “I’m glad you had the chance to meet.” He smiled. “Saeed. I see you’ve found our study area. We have wonderful materials. These works may help you on your road to Enlightenment.”


Saeed was more than slightly disturbed. He wondered whether the cleric been eavesdropping?

CHAPTER 6

Saturday May 18, 2002


Saeed left the mosque just after noon, explaining to the Sayyid that he wanted to visit the Museum in London. He took the Tube at Piccadilly and walked from (???). He had asked Mahmoud to come along to see the Klimt exhibit, but the Palestinian declined. “I lived in Germany for two years,” he said. “I’ve seen it.”

Saeed had taped the message for his controller to the underside of a five-pound note. Simply, the note said that Saeed had made positive contact and that he might travel to Egypt within a week or so. The woman at the gate for donations acknowledged her thanks with a proper British tone. Saeed smiled, knowing that she was American – from Tennessee – or so they had told him. Then he walked into the first gallery.

He spent three hours at the Museum, careful to keep low key. At the same time, the hairs on the back of his neck were tingling. Saeed knew he was being watched. But it was a good thing. Mahmoud and his people were tracking him. And Saeed knew that they would not have gone to this effort unless they had already completed some background investigation and felt he was a worthwhile recruit.

His cover included several small articles in the Boston Globe describing scandal at MIT. The articles attested that fortunately, system firewalls had prevented the Persian-American from causing severe damage to MIT’s network, or to the Department of Commerce economic database. Saeed’s picture, prints, and DNA were on file with the Boston Police and FBI. If the technology at Hezb al-Sharia was as advanced as ONI’s intelligence suggested, the group would encounter very little trouble to access this information.   

By late afternoon, when his stomach started to growl, Saeed left the Museum, aiming for a nearby Afghan restaurant.

Like many Near Eastern restaurants, this “diner” served fare from several of the countries in the region. The Saeed ordered the lunch special – just three bob – and sat at the counter. Moments later, the caretaker brought him a tabouli salad; a large portion of Afghani bread; a half chicken spiced in saffron and basil, covered in a mushroom and lemon sauce; and yellow rice with pecans, basil, and parsley. After his first bite, Saeed started a conversation with the manager about the new Afghan President Kirzan.

The fellow behind the counter was westernized. He praised the U.K. for the opportunities it had given him. He and his family had fled Afghanistan in the early eighties, near the beginning of the U.S.S.R.’s campaign there. He was pleased that the Taliban had been ousted but his major concern was that continued terrorism would force the West to withdraw promised resources and that the Afghani system would revert to a primitive state where rival tribal warlords continue to disrupt the country’s development.

Saeed played devil’s advocate. “Aren’t you concerned, though, that the United States will siphon off vital resources and leave the country even more impoverished?”

“Not at all. This isn’t Nineteenth Century Imperialism. This is enlightened Capitalism. The West needs to educate the Afghans so they can create markets for technology and infrastructure and so forth. It is a certainty that the U.S. and the international agencies want to rebuild the infrastructure. And it is just as certain that they’ll educate the population – including the females. There is simply too much money to be had. In a few years time, the current population of twenty million or so could probably generate demand in the hundreds of billions for Western goods and services.”

“So you welcome the Western influence?”

“Well. I must say this. The realist in me has to. I only hope my people are wise enough to take only the good from the West and leave the bad behind.”

Saeed had finished his meal – the lunch special – and reached into his pocket. The man at the counter told him, “Your money is no good here.” Saeed nodded and turned to walk back towards the Tube.

The Afghan said, “Take care of yourself. It’s hard out there.” And Saeed started to whistle. He stopped immediately when he realized it was The Star Spangled Banner.

He arrived back at the Islamic Cultural Center just before dinner, around five p.m., and made his way upstairs towards the dorm. The library door was partly open and Saeed spied Mahmoud reclining in a deep leather chair in the corner. Their eyes made contact and Mahmoud waved him into the library.

“Did you enjoy the museum? Was the Klimt exhibit satisfactory?”

“Actually, I spent most of the time with the Egyptian pieces. I was not aware that the London Museum held so many quality pieces.” Saeed lied.

“That was Queen Victoria and King George V. The height of the British Empire. They would have hauled back the Pyramids and the sand itself if the World Wars had not revised the maps.”

“Right…Well it’s impressive just the same.”

“Listen, I called my people today. I’ll be leaving Wednesday next for a project in Egypt. I’d like to have you along.”

“I’m thinking about it. I have no fixed itinerary so there’s a good chance I’ll accompany you. I’ll let you know for certain by Saturday.”

“That’s fine, then… Oh. Tomorrow I’m planning on visiting my gun club. Would you like to come along?”

“That’s great! I’ve never used firearms. I guess I’d like to give it a try. What does it cost?” Saeed lied well. Mahmoud thought his excitement was genuine.

“Don’t worry. The manager is a good friend. We’ll go early. I’d like to get there by nine o’clock.”

“OK. I’ll be back from my run by six, maybe half past.”

Mahmoud smiled. “Do you run every day?”

“Have to. I’d have too much energy otherwise. I need the workout to keep my mind from exploding.”

Mahmoud let out a hearty chuckle. “Do you mind company when you run?”

Saeed shook his head no. “No. It’s my alone time. My time to meditate and clear my head. I always run alone.”

“I, too, prefer to run alone.” Mahmoud stood up from the chair and walked toward the doorway where Saeed stood. “I’m going to the cafeteria for dinner. Have you eaten?”

“Yes. I grabbed something near the Museum. But perhaps we could sit for tea this evening.” He turned and walked with Mahmoud to the stairwell, chatting along the way until the Palestinian started down the stairs. Then he returned to his dorm and lay down.

So far everything was going according to plan. Mahmoud was a known conduit for recruits to various fundamentalist groups. ONI believed that he received a finder’s fee for every quality placement. 

Saeed was sure that Mahmoud had started screening his background. Saeed’s cover was solid – to the degree that Boston Police had interviewed military actors, playing Saeed’s parents, in Cincinatti, Ohio, requesting information on his whereabouts. The press had printed articles about the MIT incident, and his vitals were on file with the FBI.

He closed his eyes for a nap, and slept through the night until five the next morning – jet lag now dissipated – and suited up for a run. Focused, he started to whistle a Persian battle tune as he stretched his legs along the asphalt.

When he returned to the Center, Saeed dried off with the hand towel he had tucked into his shorts and made his way to the cafeteria for breakfast. Mahmoud was already dressed, drinking coffee while reading the London Times. Saeed grabbed a spinach croissant and coffee and sat with Mahmoud. He caught Isma’el’s eye from a nearby table and waved hello.

“Are you ready to shoot?” Mahmoud smiled his crooked smile.

Saeed grinned back and nodded yes.

“We’ll have to leave by half past seven. The place is in Surrey. The drive is nearly two hours.

CHAPTER 7
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PART 4

CHAPTER 1

NEEDS MORE LOCAL COLOR

Flit…flit…flit…flit…flit Saeed kept his head down near the surface of the hot sand, well below the line of fire made by the trainers’ automatic weapons. The red kerchief around his nose and mouth offered little protection from the swirling clouds of grit. At the order, “Go now!” shouted in Arabic by the drill commander, Saeed jumped up and over a five-foot wall and then through a barricade of barbed wire, stone, cinder block, and wood posts. He raised his Uzi and fired short rounds toward pop-up targets of Anglo looking soldiers in military fatigues. Saeed brushed through this gallery shooting range and then to the waiting mujahadin (party of god) soldiers cheering him on as he completed the exercise.

This was Egypt. This was training camp. No particular terrorist organization ran this facility. Rather, various groups sent recruiters here to draw talent. The education was structured simply. Prayers, in the style of Islam, at dawn, mid-morning, midday, mid-afternoon, and sunset. The meals were spartan and the training was rigorous.

There were no women at camp, no distractions whatsoever. Soldiers were denied newspapers, television, and radio. Certainly the senior staff had access to information from the outside, but little was shared with the mujahadin trainees.

Mahmoud had brought Saeed here three weeks prior. They had flown into Alexandria and then motored south to Cairo. Mahmoud’s family entertained Saeed for a long weekend and they flew out of Cairo to the camp. Mahmoud wanted to test Saeed in this training environment under fire. Saeed had to prove that he could cope. Would the others accept him? Saeed passed both tests.

Saeed was physical. He ran, swam, climbed, and fought. Saeed also had a dead eye with the pistol and the rifle. He was no sniper, but he could wound and kill the enemy. He could also communicate with the men.

Saeed, his trainers noted, was not an ignorant “fanatic”. Saeed never shouted “Death to America! Death to Bush!” as the other men did each morning after prayers. Rather, Saeed sought out the older men in camp to discuss policy. By the third week the trainers had already made up their mind about Saeed.

This was Egypt. Roughly 390 thousand miles square of sand and oases. Pockets of population erupted rarely and spontaneously over the hot, arid, land. Mahala el Kobra (almost the equicenter of the Nile River valley) lay exactly 360 miles west of Saeed’s location. Sixty miles south of this fertile trading center was Cairo.

This was Egypt, a civilization that was timeless by any human measure. Sam Morris had been taught that the Egyptian culture, that is a united people, was over five thousand years old. This ancient culture had carried on trading activities with Phoenicians, Canaanites, Greeks, and Cilicians; and their influence on these other civilizations was significant (beer).

This was Egypt, a military training facility on the broiling wind-swept dunes. This particular facility masqueraded as Madrasseh – religious college. A wealthy Arab merchant of undefined nationality had donated the land and seed funding in 1960. Financial gifts from Egyptian merchants, recorded as charitable donations, went ostensibly towards tuition, teaching, and boarding expenses. In reality, several millions of dollars (U.S. equivalent) purchased firearms and missile launchers for field use.

This camp was 25 degrees E and 31 degrees 30 minutes N, just slightly west of the Libyan border at Bir el Shagga. The facility was laid out around an airstrip, the lifeline. Four dormitory buildings, each equipped with sixteen bunk beds, a library/study, and toilet had been erected with large heavy-duty shatterproof windows facing East by Southeast – toward Mecca. These buildings cut a diagonal to the landing strip. A warehouse type facility sat at the Western edge of the runway across from the Mosque library. The instructors carried on military style training both within the classroom facilities as well as in the field.

This was Egypt.

The training facility was non-partisan, and no particular ideology was stressed here. These recruits, Saeed’s peers, had been brought here to learn weapons and warfare – not theology. And the place was an engineering marvel. The dorms were all multilevel. Below ground, an intricate tunnel and bunker system connected each to the others, to the warehouse hangers, and to the Mosque study center. Saeed reasoned that the tunnel system reached over seventy feet below the sands and possibly deeper. He had also gleaned that an ammunition depot lay below the warehouse hangar. It was rumored that concealed munitions were kept there for dispersal to various fighting factions throughout the world. But since the hangar was off limits to all but a select few instructors, Saeed had no way of knowing. Saeed reasoned, though, that the facility was old, probably dating back to Gamel abd-el Nasser – from the early 1960’s. It was likely that an Egyptian-Libyan arrangement had at that time stockpiled Russian AK-47’s, and U.S. made M-16’s, adding ordnance and anti-aircraft missile launchers as time went on.

For three weeks Saeed and the thirty-one others in his dorm had struggled through training. There were no clocks here. Everything was arranged around the sun. Prayers at sunrise, after an hour of drills. Breakfast of feta cheese and Egyptian bread after prayer. Additional desert warfare drills – running, shooting, hand-to-hand drills.

One of Saeed’s favorite exercises was the fireman’s carry drill. One student, assault weapon slung over the chest loosely, walks laterally towards his right, spraying fire, while carrying a second student on shoulders, leg cradled in left arm. The second student, “injured” but alive, firing pistol to the left. The fireman’s carry proceeded over dunes for hundred yard intervals. Then the students switched positions and continued the endeavor for another hundred-yard interval. The exercise continued to the left, to the right, diagonal, forward, and backward. It was a burn and Saeed was more fit than he had ever been.

CHAPTER 2

Training had been lo-tech. Everything changed this afternoon. During noon prayers a chartered Egypt Air 707 brought twenty-one visitors. Amongst the nineteen passengers were three females. At that hour the students were on the sand facing Mecca. The plane came in from the east, from the direction of Cairo.

Saeed’s dorm, his unit, was ordered to the Mosque / study center. They took seats in the main lecture room. The leader, the man standing on the left side of the visitors' column spoke.

He was tall, over six feet, with a dark complexion and bright green eyes. His hair was jet black and his face was clean-. He wore a simple white oxford shirt tucked into Levi’s button fly jeans. And the jeans were tucked into lightweight hiking boots with nylon uppers.

The lights in the lecture hall dimmed and the speaker walked to the podium on his side, the left side of the room. He clicked the mouse button on his laptop and the first slide appeared.

In Arabic, “Does anyone here know what this is?”

The display was an unmanned aviation vehicle. Saeed’s seat was almost directly in front of the podium. He craned his neck back to regard the looks of incredulity amongst his dorm mates. One of them spoke up immediately. “It’s a plane.” And the other nodded.

Saeed spoke then. “It’s a UAV. It’s American – a remote controlled surveillance device that may be piloted in real time, or programmed to follow terrain markers with periodic satellite GPS positioning. It has flight duration of twelve hours. The Americans have a big brother to it with flight times of over twenty-four hours.”

The man touched his laptop again. “What’s this?”

Saeed spoke up. “It’s a microwave signal jamming construction. Nickel ferrite powder between fiberboard.”

The man touched the laptop. “And this?”

Someone blurted out, “Those are map coordinates!”

Saeed nodded and added, “But it’s for stellar objects. The first one is right ascension and the second is declination.”

“And this?”

It was a one-page about sixty lines of computer algorithm in C. One fellow spoke out, “It’s computer language.” Everyone else nodded.

The man asked, “What’s wrong with it?”

Saeed focused and studied the code for a minute. The construct was a simple calculation to scan radio frequencies. In sum, the code directed a signal processor to start at low frequencies, scan for signals, and continually attenuate for longer wavelength (higher frequency) signals. It was a long list of “IF” “GOTO” statements.

“It’s a closed loop. The fifth to last line directs the process back to the beginning. The code is bad.”

The man said, “one more question.” He paused. “What do these things have in common?” He looked around the room at Saeed’s peers.

Someone blurted out, “Aviation.” Another one said, “American technology.”

Saeed looked up. “Satellite warfare.”

The man looked at Saeed and nodded. The other eighteen likewise nodded and Saeed was in. And he knew that these were Ibrahamian’s people.

This was Egypt, too.

CHAPTER 3
The man’s name was Farshad. He did not volunteer his last name. The team of nineteen and the flight crew were international and well educated. They shared two other things in common – the loss of one or more dear family members due to United States Intelligence or military action, and Michael Ibrahamian.

Farshad, a Kuwaiti national, was orphaned in February 1991 at the age of sixteen. His parents were killed when a U.S. marine bombed their residence in an apartment complex. Farshad was at that time an undergraduate student at l’Ecole Polytechnique in Paris. His eighteen other team members each had similar stories.

The instructors cleared the room, themselves included, but Farshad placed his hand on Saeed’s shoulder to restrain him to his seat. The others of Farshad’s team sat in the vacant study benches in the first two rows and Farshad took a chair to the middle of the room, tilting it slightly to his right, towards Saeed’s.

He sat and asked, “Qu’est-ce que vous savez de surveillance satellite?”

Saeed smiled. Grinned, really. He had them. “Je sais que je veux acheter les images avec le plastique. Il y a cinq corporations qui vendent des hautes qualites photos.”

“Quoi d’autre?”

“Les Etats Unis ne peuvent pas diriger toutes les ouiseauz. I n’y a pas seulement les pays qui vole les satellites; societes commerciales et corporations de telecommunications les volent aussi. Personne pouvrais acheter du temps pour regarder la geographie on pour transmitter.”

“Bon! Quoi d’autre? Nous connaissons notre histoire aux Etats Unis. Est-ce que les chose autres que vous nous pouvriez transmettre?”

Saeed’s smile evaporated and he forced a confused look. His brow wrinkled and his mouth scowled. In English, he asked, “I’m not sure what you’re looking for. I know a great deal about satellites. I’ve worked with LEO’s for six years as a HAM operator. I know how to find them and I know what they can do.”

Farshad looked at the others and made eye contact with each one in turn. Not a word was exchanged. Then he returned his gaze to Saeed. “Listen. The soft request was like an order. It was spoken with authority and Saeed realized that Farshad was quite accustomed that teammates and subordinates always followed instructions.

“We represent certain interests focused toward reducing the hegemony of the United States. We are not fundamentalists nor are we extremists, but we do align ourselves with such groups from time to time.

“We nineteen are representatives of cells in our organization. We, each of us, reside in different countries, though three of us live in the U.S.

“Our group monitors certain aspects of satellite gray space. We have realized that the outcome of the next war will be influenced by space assets.”

Saeed nodded. So far so good. He ventured, “Do you want me to work with you?”

“Yes. But in the field. All of us start in the field. We have to prove our metal in the fire, so to speak.” Farshad looked to his teammates and back to Saeed. Saeed nodded his understanding.

Farshad, then. “I have read that you are a Muslim. Which brand to you prefer?”

Saeed thought the question was odd. But he responded, “Shi’ite, Persian Shi’ite. Twelver Shi’ite. And you?”

“Christian. Kuwaiti Christian.”

Saeed’s face took on confusion again. This time it was genuine.

Farshad said, “That surprises most people. They do not understand.” More sternly, then. “Understand this, Saeed. Christians fight jihad, too. In the Middle Ages Christians fought against Muslims to regain the Middle East, to re-create the empire of Rome or Byzantium. Today, I fight jihad to free the Middle East from the encroachment of Western cut-throats who aim to rape our culture and impose their depravity.”

Saeed nodded, but his face was still confused, contorted. He was having severe difficulty reconciling the ideology with the apparel. The man, after all, was decked out in Levi’s and Land’s End! Nevertheless, there was true and deep feeling behind the conviction – jihad.

CHAPTER 4
June 12, 2002

Meeting Michael Ibrahamian


The man bore the carriage and self-confidence of royalty. Saeed thought, for a moment, that the stereotype “prince” was itself designed for Ibrahamian. The Palestinian was lean and about two inches taller than Saeed. The be-spectacled Michael Ibrahamian was clear-eyed and clean-shaven. On closer look Saeed realized that his countenance bore the signature of “Professor,” the stern and rigid look of the individual who had spend many long nights in thought, stretching and training his mind. His eyes, too, were remarkable. They were blue – like the sea off Bermuda, and his gaze, though stern, was not menacing. Overall, Michael Ibrahamian’s eyes were inquisitive.


He wore casual clothes, similar to those of his representatives. Saeed noticed that his new boss favored T-shirts in lieu of cotton Oxford button-downs. Today’s T-shirt was an embossed likeness of the Persian, Sayyid Jamal ad-din al Afghani. Stylized Arabic script translated loosely as “Pan-Islam.”


Farshad moved up toward Michael. They shook hands and embraced. Ibrahamian whispered something into Michael’s ear; Farshad nodded and turned toward Saeed. The boss left the room. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be back shortly.”


With that remark Farshad, too, left the room and Saeed found himself alone for the first time since he had left London. He looked around the office.


There was no clutter in the office. Michael’s desk consisted of a simple board of mahogany wood supported upon two inverted v-shaped marble legs. Besides lamps and an electric coffee machine, the only other sign of technology was a single open laptop computer. The room contained a sofa – long enough for Michael to sleep, two matching chairs, and a coffee table. Persian style throw rugs lined the marble floors. The room was bare. And there were no windows.


In addition to the heavy cypress double doors that opened the room, two other doors were evident. One portal, Saeed confirmed, opened to a pristine washroom. Michael and Farshad had exited the room through the other door.

Saeed stood at the desk and finessed the mouse pad on the laptop. The screen erupted in light, the password prompt halting any further advance. He waited there patiently for another few moments. Ibrahamian entered the room.

“Farshad tells me that you are gifted – both with your hand and your head. And Mahnoud also was generous in his compliments. I wonder, then, why you could not make a home for yourself in America. Do you distrust authority so much?” His tone was sage, the older professor, far older than his years.

Saeed became the student. “I shun illegitimate authority. I see the United States spreading like a pus, out of its own scab. It is a disease that aims to engulf all of the world and I will not stand to see that culture invading and corrupting the other beautiful cultures outside.”

Ibrahamian cut him off. “You speech is strong. It’s full of venom. You have the focus of a man who has seen trauma. But what trauma? You say that you hate the country that has given you life and education. How then can I trust you? How can anyone trust you?”

“You have checked my background?”

“Yes. Of course. But these things are easily forged. You might be an assassin.”

“That’s a curious term.” Saeed became bolder. “You choose a Persian word, a Twelver word to describe a religious zealot whose focus and training is for the sole ends of killing an enemy leader.” Saeed walked around the desk to stand at Ibrahamian’s side. “I assure you that I will be arrested if I return to the United States. I tell you that I have committed acts of sabotage and computer piracy in America. And I tell you that I aim to be an assassin in the true meaning of the word.”

Michael Ibrahamian smiled and nodded his head. His manner shifted to “general” as he walked around the desk to the computer. He signed on and gestured for Saeed to follow. The screen displayed a high-resolution satellite image of terrain. Saeed guessed it could have been Iran, Pakistan, or Afghanistan.

“Do you know what you are looking at?”

“I’m not sure.” Saeed had learned to lie well.

“This is Iran, near the Sistan Range (approx. 29( 50’ 15” and 60( 30’ 00” east) walking distance to Afghanistan and Pakistan. I’m going to send you home for some time. Get to know your roots.” Michael smiled. “Some Afghanis will guide you and give you some practical experience. I won’t see you again for some time – a month perhaps. We’ll see.” Ibrahamian clasped Saeed’s head to his own chest and then released him. He walked to the door, and knocked.

Farshad stepped out. “Are you ready?” The question was pointed to Saeed.

CHAPTER 5


Farshad led Saeed through the entryway and down the spiral staircase to the ground floor. “We’ll be leaving this evening for Shiraz. Michael wants me to give you some time off before then. You may be in the field for a month or more and he thought you could use some downtime. Have you been to Karachi before?”


“No. Never.”


“Would you like to look about? You may explore for a few hours. Just make sure you return to the hotel by five p.m. We’ll shuttle from there to the airport. Take some money.” Farshad counted out ten American ten dollars, a small fortune in Pakistan where the per capital GDP is less than $450. “Don’t get into trouble.” Farshad winked at him. The meaning was clear and Saeed thanked the Kuwaiti.


This was just another test. Everything was a test. Certainly Ibrahamian’s people were well trained in surveillance and Saeed could in no wise tell who, in the crowd, could be a counter agent. No matter though. This was his first freedom – his first chance to make contact since London a month before. There was only one option open to him in Karachi.


Karachi was hot in June. And the severe humidity was uncomfortable. After all, Saeed had passed several weeks in a desert environment and this seaport city was a drastic change. Ibrahamian’s office was situated in the southeast corner of town, one of the poorest sections of Karachi. The signs of poverty were evident throughout the streets and all ages were represented, from toddlers to the very old. He walked along the highway near the railroad tracks and then turned north toward the center of town.


Saeed was looking for the bazaar – the merchant quarter. He consciously avoided the section where the U.S. Consulate was located. CIA had a man there, a purveyor of artifacts, whose sole function was to relay information.


As he neared the merchant quarter, the crowd grew thick. Perfect. I’m just a tree in the forest now. He merged himself into a large throng and let the wave carry him. It was early afternoon here and Saeed surmised that these people were likely returning from noon prayers.


Around him merchants were grilling lamb, goat, and poultry. Most of the faces were brown, but European faces popped into the mix every now and then. The air, dense and heavy, was spiced with saffron and curry. Open-air shops peddled jewelry and textiles. The colors were brilliant – reds, pinks, yellows and purples. Others stocked music cd’s and tapes. Every so often Saeed could make out an American or European artist, but the bulk of the sounds were Eastern, including some Islamic lectures.

He was walking along, relaxed, almost in a trance, completely enthralled with the sheer energy of the place. Then he heard his name. “Sammy!” And then again. “Sam?!” He was shocked back to attention and kept moving, in conscious aversion to the man calling his name. “Sam!” Saeed ducked around a booth and stopped to admire some gold watches. He began to fondle one of them. “Sam?”


Saeed looked up and gazed into the eyes of an Andover classmate. “Sam. It is you! Damn. What’s with the beard?”


Sam queried in Greek. His words lost to his classmate.


“Sam? It’s Mark. From Boston.” Mark grew hesitant. “Sam?” Saeed again, in Greek, forced confusion.


“Oh. Sorry. You look like a friend I have in the States.” Mark backed away and walked off, shaking his head.


Saeed asked the shopkeeper, in Arabic, for the location of the antiquities shop. He was relieved that it was close by – just a short walk – mused the jeweler. He started off in the general direction, being sure to stop at other shops. If Ibrahamian’s people were tracking, he wanted them to think that he was sightseeing and certainly not pulled on a mission to one shop in a city he had never before visited.


He let out a breath, relieved that Mark had not pursued the issue. Mark was a close friend and soccer teammate from prep school. Saeed was quite relieved for the beard and new hair color. A change he realized had just safeguarded his cover.


Mark was a bright young man. His father, an oncologist, taught at UMass. It was a certainty that he would report this chance encounter with Sam’s doppelganger. No matter, Saeed will have left the area by then. By the time he reached the antiquities shop, Saeed had dropped his thoughts of Mark.


The antiquities shop was clean but poorly lighted. The Pakistani owner was educated in the U.S., at the University of Maryland. He was a trusted conduit – a relay switch and nothing more. Saeed and he made small talk about the weather, Karachi, and the merchant square. Then they introduced themselves one to the other. The shopkeeper clasped Saeed’s hand and tightened his grip when the youth recited his name as Saeed Shirazi.


“What are you interested in seeing?”


“I’ve read that Craterus, Alexander’s general, led a forced march south through the Seistan Range near Afghanistan to reconnoiter the conquered territory in Southern Afghanistan and Northeast Iran. Do you have relics from that period?”


“No. I am sorry. No. But I will make some inquiries for you. Put out the word, so to speak.”


“Thank you. But I may not be back this way for some time possibly one or more months.”


“That should be ample time.”

Saeed exited the shop and returned, by taxi, to the hotel. He ate a small meal in the restaurant, enjoying the bustle of traffic in and out of the building.

He noticed her at once. She was strikingly beautiful with olive complexion. Her eyelashes framed dark eyes containing innocence, but not quite. They were seductive like the made up dancers in Cairo. Her lips were perfect, making the outline of a smallish mouth. She had the look of gypsy – of the Romani people and of southern Spain, too.

She was wearing soft baby blue jeans and a grey t-shirt that, though loose, accentuated her ample bust and womanly form. Her thick hair was raven black, wild, and medium long, lingering just below her shoulders, tossled wild as she loped across the room. She did not smile at all. And she carried the tell-tale black and blue mark of trauma under her left eye. She was a young woman – an old girl. Saeed suddenly realized how much he missed home and Sandrine.

After his meal he walked upstairs and ventured up to the room he shared with Farshad. It was nearly five p.m.

� Hideo Oka of Japan’s Iwate University, October 5 Discovery
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