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It was 0900 hours by the time Cotton arrived at the crime scene. The 26-mile drive behind him had taken him across western Manhattan, the industrial region of New Jersey, and then up to North Caldwell, a town he knew only from the TV show The Sopranos.

He turned a corner onto a picturesque tree-lined street and slowly drove on. The colonial-style houses gleamed in the bright whiteness of the morning sun. Everything in this neighborhood looked well taken care of, very clean. Cotton had seen shootings in worse areas than this; actually, he was used to downright ugly areas, where shootings are the norm.

Cotton parked his car behind a collection of other FBI vehicles and police cars. He got out and followed a gravel pathway leading past rows of flowerbeds. At the front door, which was framed by grapevines, he pulled out his FBI ID card and showed it to the police officer standing there. Having passed muster, he entered the foyer of the house.

The floor was made of marble, and a pompous-looking chandelier hung from the high ceiling. The walls featured a collection of heavy-framed, professionally taken photos that displayed an upper-class white family. The way the family was posed, their hairstyles and clothing, the lighting — no details had been neglected. The photos showed an attractive couple in their forties. The man looked like someone who had spent his life signing documents. Except for a few tiny wrinkles, it appeared that his wife hadn’t aged a day since her thirtieth birthday. The daughter, who looked to be about eight years old, had straw-blond hair and a charming smile. Her teenaged brother had a face covered with acne.

Cotton followed the muffled voices and other noises coming from somewhere ahead of him. He entered the kitchen, which was about half the size of his entire apartment. Almost a dozen uniformed and plain-clothes police officers stood behind a cordon of yellow tape that had been strung straight across the room.

He saw his partner standing among the law enforcement officers: Philippa “Phil” Decker. She seemed rather absent-minded at the moment. Her arms were crossed close to her chest, as if she were freezing cold despite the dark pantsuit she was wearing. Her face was as white as a sheet, perhaps due to the depressing sight before her: 9-millimeter shells strewn across the floor in puddles of blood.

Cotton looked over to Sarah Hunter. The G-team’s forensic expert was crouched on the floor, searching for tiny traces of evidence. She wore a one-piece protective suit, which prevented her from contaminating the crime scene. With an experienced hand, she directed the beam of a powerful flashlight to illuminate one small section of the floor after another, while she carefully studied everything she saw. Once in a while, she would pick up something tiny off the floor with a fine-toothed set of forceps and put it into a small plastic bag.

Joe Brandenburg, Cotton’s former partner in the NYPD, stood a few steps away. He watched Hunter at work with an expressionless face, his hands buried deep in his pockets. His grim appearance was reminiscent of the old-time cops who had solved crimes with brawn rather than brains. The black leather jacket he was sporting fit this image well.

“Hey, Joe,” Cotton said as he walked over to him, thinking fleetingly of the Jimmy Hendrix song.

“Why are you guys getting involved with this case?” Brandenburg asked Cotton sullenly. Tact was not one of Joe’s strong points. “Do those jerks at City Hall think that we can’t even solve a simple murder case?”

“I’m pleased to see you, too,” Cotton said dryly. “What are you doing here?”

Brandenburg knew what Cotton meant. “The town asked for an experienced homicide detective to assist with this case,” he said, just as dryly. He added with a smirk, “Just goes to show you the level of my skills!”

Cotton shrugged his shoulders and turned around, almost colliding with an FBI photographer. The pale man was taking dozens of photos from all sorts of angles. His objective lens was fitted with a ring flash, allowing him to take spectacular photos, especially in macro. The pictures this camera was taking, however, would turn out gruesome, no matter how high the resolution.

Four bowls were standing on the kitchen table, each filled with blood-soaked corn flakes. Still sitting at the table, slouched over, was the married couple, the same one that Cotton had seen in the portraits hanging on the wall. Judging from the bullet holes riddling their bodies, the couple had served as target practice for someone — someone who must have been a maniac. It looked like he had emptied an entire magazine of ammo into their bodies. The male victim’s mouth gaped open as if he wanted to shout. The terror that his wife must have felt at the time of her death was evident in her eyes. Lying at her feet was a tipped-over chair and the lifeless body of her daughter. The son was lying at the other end of the kitchen, near the sink.

Cotton went over to Decker. “What happened here?”

“Don’t you see?” She avoided looking at her partner, trying to hide her distraught emotions. “The adult victims are Mr. and Mrs. Lancaster. They were just having breakfast when it happened.” Decker gestured towards the daughter with her chin. “That’s their daughter, Lucille. She was killed with a single gunshot to the head. The weapon used was a Browning registered to the father.”

“Lancaster shot his family and then committed suicide?” asked Cotton.

Decker shook her head. “It looks more like the son killed his family and then himself.”

“The son?” Cotton glanced over at the boy on the floor. Indeed, there was a pistol still clutched in his hand, half obscured beneath his body. “How old is he — fourteen?”

“Thirteen.”

“And how did he get the pistol?”

“Probably from his father’s gun cabinet. The key is still stuck in the lock.”

“Why would the boy do something like that? Do we know anything about a motive?”

“No. It could be anything, from revenge to an Oedipus complex. Family dramas often don’t follow rational paths of motivation.”

“Maybe it was someone else who wanted to make it look like the boy did it.”

“We thought of that already, but there’s nothing here to substantiate that theory. Let’s assume that an unknown killer shot the entire family. Why would he place the boy’s body where it is now? Then there’s the angle of the bullet that killed the boy. It was fired from below, pointing upward through his lower jaw. You can’t make that kind of shot from anything but close range.”

“I’ve never seen such a gruesome bloodbath before.” Cotton looked at the adult victims again. “Is the time of death known?”

“Neighbors called the police at around seven this morning when they heard screams and shots being fired. The officers had to break the door in. All the doors and windows were locked from the inside. That’s another sign that it wasn’t anyone from outside the family. Besides, the house is secured by an alarm system, video cameras, and motion detectors. We’ve checked the entire system, and there’s nothing suspicious. Although not all the videos have been viewed yet, we haven’t found anything on them so far.”

“What did Lancaster do for a living?”

“He worked for a large insurance company in Manhattan. Mrs. Lancaster was a housewife. The kids were still in school, naturally.”

“Did the boy have any problems in school?”

“Not at all. He also had never had any run-ins with the law. The neighbors say that he was always friendly and helpful.”

“I’m not sure why we’re involved in this case. It seems like a matter for the local authorities.”

“You’ll have to ask Mr. High that; he was the one who sent us here. We’re supposed to report back to him as soon as we’re finished.”

Sarah Hunter packed away all the evidence and her gear into a large case and went over to Decker and Cotton.

“Well, I’m done here,” she told them. “I’ll head back to the lab now and get started on analyzing everything.”

“Thanks, Sarah,” Decker said.

Over the following hours, the agents examined every room in the house, especially the boy’s room.

In the boy’s bedroom, there was a large bookshelf against the wall across from the doorway, reaching from floor to ceiling. The shelves held hundreds of books and a number of plastic models of luxury cars. The boy’s unmade bed and a nightstand stood to the right of the door. The wall behind the bed was adorned with posters of scantily clad women on motorcycles. Facing the window was a pine desk supporting a monitor and a printer. The tower of the desktop computer stood in a special niche below the desk.

Cotton positioned himself in the middle of the room and turned around slowly, attentively examining everything in sight.

“Does this complete normality give you a weird feeling, too?” Decker wanted to know.

Cotton shrugged. “Truthfully, there are things that would give me more reason to be concerned. Like pictures of dissected animals.”

His partner searched the desk drawers. She pulled out a manual for a DVD player. Between its pages, she found a photo of a pretty girl, who looked to be about fourteen. Was that a girlfriend no one was supposed to know about?

Cotton took a closer look at the boy’s computer. However, he found nothing on the hard drive or the USB sticks that could help them with the case.

Lying on the boy’s dresser was a smartphone that was still turned on. It looked like he had used it that morning. On its main screen, Cotton noticed an icon from an app. It was nothing special — just some funny-looking cartoon figure.

His own smartphone started to ring at just that moment, stirring the agent out of his reverie. He took it out of his pocket and answered the call. “Yeah?”

“Hey, man, it’s Zeerookah,” the G-Team’s IT expert said.

“What’s up?”

“A call for help was placed to the NYPD a little while ago. It was forwarded to the FBI and then to the G-Team, and it seems to have something to do with the case you’re working on now.”

“Could you be a little more precise?”

“Unfortunately, no. First of all, the caller was talking some pretty mixed-up nonsense, and second, he hung up abruptly. It seems to have something to do with a wedding.”

“Are the police on their way?”

“Yeah, but Mr. High thinks it would be a good idea for you two to take a closer look as well. I’ll send you the address on your phone. See you later.”

The address of the potential crime scene appeared on the display of Cotton’s phone. He made a mental note of the location and put the phone away. He also kept the boy’s phone — maybe the experts at G-Team headquarters could find something useful on it. On his way to the door, he told Decker, “We have to go to Queens.”

“But we’re not finished here yet!”

“This here can wait,” Cotton called back to her from the hallway. “High’s become clairvoyant.”

“How so?”

“If I knew that, it would mean I could see into the future, too, but I think I’ll leave that to the nutcases.”

Confused, she followed him.

The two agents hurried out of the house. A crowd of people had gathered in front of the property. The police had put up more yellow tape to cordon off the house. The first few reporters had also shown up, and it wouldn’t be long before the large vans from the TV stations would arrive.

Why, Cotton asked himself, why couldn’t he get rid of the feeling that the true murderer was still at large?
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The agents drove to the address in Queens that Zeerookah had supplied. Their destination was across the Triborough Bridge, on the other side of the East River, at the end of a dreary-looking street.

The poorly maintained avenue pitted with potholes was lined by dilapidated warehouses, liquor stores with blackened windows, run-down apartment buildings, and tiny, shabby bars, second home to unhappy wretches trying to kill time with cheap beer. It would be pointless to try to sell any property on this street — no one would ever give it a second look.

It looked like the local police were already at the scene. Decker parked the FBI service vehicle behind a patrol car.

A high hedgerow stood between the street and the property where the wedding was taking place. The agents had to walk a bit before they came to a wrought-iron gate. Cotton opened it and the two stepped inside. They were surprised to find themselves in an unexpectedly large and well-kept garden. In the middle of the garden stood a restaurant built in a rustic style. It was as though they had stepped back through a time machine into another world. Nothing here was anything like the dirty browns and grays and the run-down appearance of the rest of the neighborhood.  Instead, this property seemed to be a holdout from the nineteenth century. There was a cobblestone pathway lined with roses that led from the gate to the front entrance of the restaurant.

“Odd,” Cotton said. “It’s very quiet here for a wedding.”

Reaching the restaurant, the agents walked past a window that had been shattered by bullets. The curtains were drawn shut. The front door was shaded by two birch trees. Cotton and Decker stopped nearby, off to the side, and pulled out their weapons before entering.

As Cotton pushed the door open, he was seized by the overwhelming feeling that something terrible must have happened inside the building. The walls, partly painted white and partly paneled in dark-stained maple, lent an eerie atmosphere to the place. There were about a half-dozen tables set with food, drinks, and silverware. The wedding guests were still sitting at their places, as if they were glued to their chairs. Some were bloody and moaning in pain. Others were lying motionless on the floor. Only a short while ago, this had been a place of joy and happiness as the guests celebrated the bride and groom, but now it resembled a slaughterhouse.

The agents stared at the scene in disbelief; two brutal mass murders on a single day only miles apart. What a bizarre coincidence. But Cotton didn’t believe in coincidences — at least, not with this sort of crime.

He took a moment to come to terms with the scene before him. It was not a pretty sight; the bride and groom were lying in a pool of blood. Also lying on the floor were two police officers. Obviously, they had arrived while the killer was still there and had been ambushed by him.

The thing that disturbed Cotton almost more than the dead bodies was the behavior of the wedding guests who were still alive. Why were they just sitting there? Why hadn’t they stood up and fled outside?

As if in answer to his question, he heard a metallic click behind him. He knew the meaning of this sound all too well. It was the sound of a rifle bolt being cocked.

Taking up much of the left side of the room was a massive bar made of brushed stainless steel. Behind it stood a compactly built man with broad shoulders in his late twenties. His face was puffy, and he had extremely short black hair. His dark eyes showed no expression, like black marbles. He was dressed as a waiter. He was holding a rifle in his hands, and Cotton knew that it was capable of causing great damage; even worse, he was aiming it at Decker’s head.

Mesmerized, she stared at the man, her eyes fixed on the rifle.

“You won’t get away with this,” Cotton said, trying to draw the man’s attention away from Decker. “I …”

“Shut your trap!” the killer spat, staring at Cotton and Decker with narrowed eyes. “You two are so dead right now …”

He fired the rifle, and a bright flame flashed from the muzzle. Everything happened so fast that Cotton could only react instinctively. Just as the man pulled the trigger, Cotton sprung over to Decker and pulled her down to the ground.

The murderer fired two more times, but only hit the table under which the agents were cowering. Then another two shots smashed some plates on another table. The wedding guests cried out in terror. Cotton waited until the man worked the bolt again, and then he dove towards the bar. The man tried to take aim at Cotton, but the agent had bounded over the bar and kicked the gunman’s hip with his right foot. The man tumbled backwards and tried to regain his balance, raising his arms and accidently pulling the trigger. But the bullet lodged harmlessly in the ceiling.

Cotton landed in front of the man and shoved him against a set of shelves; glasses crashed to the floor and were smashed to pieces. He yanked the rifle away from the maniac; the shorter man balled his fists and attempted to punch Cotton, who chose to head-butt his nose. The man’s arms dropped and his legs went limp. But he didn’t go down, because Cotton was holding him firmly by the collar.

“Are there any more of you here?” he shouted at the killer. “Or are you just a lone lunatic?”

The man didn’t answer. Cotton yanked him closer and then smashed him against the shelves. The man let out a cry of pain.

Then he gasped, “I … I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He looked around him as though he had just woken up. “Where am I?”

Cotton frowned. If this guy was pretending to be a confused madman, then he was playing the part pretty well.

Decker, in the meantime, had stood up. She came over to Cotton and asked him what the man had said.

“He said that he has nothing to do with the killings,” Cotton told her, befuddled. He searched the man to see whether he had any more weapons on him.

“What made him shoot at us?”

“I guess we’ll have to wait to find out until he gets questioned at headquarters.”

Decker went over to the wedding guests, told them that it was all over, and asked them to accompany her outside into the garden and wait there. She added that they would be examined by a doctor as soon as the ambulances arrived. She called for back-up and medical support, and then she called High to tell him what had happened.

When she had finished, she went back to Cotton, who had cuffed the man and was reading him his rights.

“Due to the recent incidents, High has placed top priority on our scheduled meeting,” she told Cotton.

“Did he happen to tell you what the meeting was about?” he asked.

Decker shook her head. “I have no idea.”
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After the FBI forensics team and the NYPD homicide detectives had arrived at the crime scene, Cotton and Decker left the restaurant and drove back to Manhattan.

The headquarters of the G-Team was housed in an unremarkable concrete structure. After Decker and Cotton passed through a number of security checks, they entered the heart of the complex in the underground section of the building. The huge, windowless, fully air-conditioned room not only looked like a bunker — it was as secure as one, too.

The communications center was bustling with activity, day and night. There were about a dozen high-tech terminals manned by IT experts who busily analyzed streams of data. Many other workstations were also distributed around the room.

Cotton went to the forensics lab to deliver the smartphone from the crime scene in North Caldwell. Then he and Decker went to Mr. High’s office.

They gave their boss a full report on what had happened at the two crime scenes. They presented facts, figures, and their personal opinions about the cases, emphasizing that there were no doubts as to the identities of the perpetrators. One of the killers had committed suicide and the other was in custody. In the meantime, the identity of the wedding killer had been discovered.

“The killer at the wedding is a young man named Dustin Edginton. He’s the nephew of the restaurant owner, and he had served as a waiter at the wedding reception,” High told the two agents. “According to eyewitnesses, the man took a break around noon. When he returned from his break, he started shooting randomly at the thirty or so guests who were present. The weapon he used was a bolt-action rifle that belonged to his uncle. It was kept for self-defense behind the bar. He fired perhaps twenty rounds within about three minutes, killing six people and injuring twelve, some of whom are in serious condition. The survivors were then used as bait for any cops that might show up. That’s how he killed those two police officers. The victims include not only the bride and groom, but also two children.” High’s voice seemed to be slightly tense as he asked, “Were you able to find any connections between the case in North Caldwell and the wedding in Queens?”

“No, we’re pretty much perplexed about the whole thing,” Decker replied dryly. “Both incidents seemed to come out of the blue. As far as we know, no one in the perpetrators’ close circles of family and friends had any inkling that something like this might happen.”

“Two brutal killings of families on a single day is incredibly tragic,” Cotton said. He added thoughtfully, “The gunman must’ve been in a frenzy during the shooting.” The other two looked at him, perplexed. When he saw their expressions, Cotton explained: “Firing twenty rounds in three minutes with a bolt-action rifle is quite a chore.”

“That may be, but two mass shootings, you said?” High took a deep breath. “I wish that were the case. The reports that are coming in from other FBI bureaus in Nevada, Florida, and California tell me that we’re dealing with five more similar cases. You’ll find the details of them in your e-mail in-boxes. This country is being inundated with mass murders, the likes of which have never been seen before.”

Decker tapped her pen on the tabletop as she said, “We could start by trying to find a common denominator. Perhaps the killers all belonged to some sort of sect that wants to send as many of their family members off to paradise as possible.”

“No, that won’t work.” High’s voice sounded relaxed, but his eyes told a different story. “Making a correlation between all these cases would be pure speculation, and the last thing we need is a vague theory about an alleged conspiracy. The only common denominator we have at this point is the fact that all the murderers were individuals who have never had any serious problems with the law — totally normal citizens who turned into raving killers in the blink of an eye. If anything, it’s only the motives behind the killings that can help us make progress.”

“With all due respect, sir, I don’t think that’s correct,” Cotton told his boss.

High looked at him, surprised. “And what do you suggest?”

“That instead of looking for a motive, we should look for the catalyst that’s behind the killings.”

“And what brought you to this realization?”

“It’s not so much a realization, but more like a gut feeling.”

“A gut feeling?” High shook his head doubtfully. “If I understand you correctly, then you’re suggesting that we change our investigative methodology based on facts to a system based on feelings and intuitions?”

Cotton ignored the sarcasm. “Bloodbaths such as the ones we’re dealing with are usually carried out by psychopaths. That’s the main reason why I don’t believe in a logic-based explanation. I think if we go down that road, we could investigate leads forever without getting anywhere.”

“So, how do you think we should proceed?”

“Maybe we should start from the other side — try to determine what the killers were doing before they went on their rampages.”

“All right.” High leaned back in his office chair, elbows on the armrests, his hands forming a steeple with fingertips touching. “You can start your investigation immediately,” he said. “Dig deep. Uncover all the dirt that you can. But remember: Until we have something concrete, no connections between the various mass killings are to be made public. I’ve guaranteed the president that our investigations of these cases will be conducted under complete secrecy.”

High told the two agents that they were dismissed, ordering them to begin by questioning the killer from the Queens wedding reception.

*

Dustin Edginton was brought in handcuffs to the interrogation room at the G-Team’s headquarters. The crazy look that had been in his eyes during the shooting was gone. He sat apathetically at the chrome table. Cotton and Decker sat across from him.

At first, they all just sat there, waiting for Edginton to start talking. For several minutes, the only sounds that could be heard were the low hum of the air-conditioning system and the sporadic purr of the camera fixed to the ceiling.

Finally, Cotton ran out of patience and began the interrogation. He started with the most significant question: “Why did you shoot those people at the reception?”

The detainee just shrugged his shoulders as though he didn’t know what Cotton was talking about, or as if none of it were of any concern to him. Absentmindedly, he finally murmured, “I would never do anything like that. They were our guests.”

Decker’s eyes narrowed. “Are you trying to say that a voice in your head told you to do it?”

No answer. It was as if the young man hadn’t heard the question. He simply sat there, chest sunken in and eyes drooping.

“When did you decide to kill them?” Decker asked, trying to at least get a motive out of him. But Edginton simply stared at the polished black surface of the tabletop, seemingly hypnotized. “Just admit to it and you might get a few years less prison time.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said in a whiny voice. “Why am I being kept here? I didn’t do anything wrong!”

“No? You didn’t do anything wrong? You killed two police officers and six wedding guests. Not to mention injuring a bunch of others,” Decker said sharply. “You also shot at me and my partner. To me that doesn’t sound like, ’I didn’t do anything wrong’!”

“I want a lawyer. You can’t keep me locked up here. I’m innocent.”

That was all they could get out of him. Frustrated, they left the interrogation room.

“That guy’s a loser,” Decker told Cotton. “Just like most of the other nutcases with nothing better to do than to let their anger run wild — they’ve wasted their lives and they want to kill anyone who hasn’t.”

“Maybe,” Cotton simply said. “Well, what now?”

“Now we’re going home,” she said. “With or without a confession, no judge in the world would give him anything less than life in prison.”
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It was almost 2200 hours by the time Cotton got into his car to go home. He drove slowly past the security station in the parking garage and then out onto the street. The drive through pulsating Manhattan went quicker than usual — no wonder, considering what time it was.

Less than half an hour later, he reached the Brooklyn Bridge and took it across the East River. The architecture on the other side was an abrupt change. The high glass and concrete towers behind him stood in stark contrast to the two- and three-story reddish-brown brick buildings lining the streets here.

Brooklyn; this was his turf. It had become home to him. The streets here didn’t have the crowded anonymity that was the norm in Manhattan. Here there were a ton of little restaurants, clubs with live music, and small, family-owned stores.

He drove down into the parking garage of his apartment building. The second level, where he parked his car, was reserved for tenants. He got out and ambled over to the exit, digging around in his pockets in search of his keys.

He had just reached the steel fire door leading into the stairwell when something touched his shoulder from behind. Cotton turned around to see what it was. He stared at a round, foot-wide metallic object that turned out to be a frying pan.

Frail, ancient Mrs. Moskovitz was holding the pan aloft above her left shoulder with both hands, as if she were about to strike him with it. The elderly lady lived in the apartment right below Cotton’s. Standing by her side was her feeble husband Ralph, who was holding a baseball bat.

Cotton knew a great deal about this old couple. They had lived a financially secure life in the lap of luxury until unwise investments wiped out their assets. This turn of fortune forced them to move out of their luxurious mansion into what they saw as a shoddy apartment complex.

“Oh, Mr. Cotton,” Mrs. Moskovitz wheezed, letting her arms drop. “We didn’t recognize you from behind.”

“We thought you were one of those burglars,” her husband added with an embarrassed smile.

Cotton was still staring at the frying pan, somewhat confused. “Burglars? What burglars?”

“Now don’t tell me you haven’t heard about those thugs who have been making our neighborhood unsafe?” Mr. Moskovitz asked, surprised.

“Those crooks have kept us busy for ages now,” his wife added enthusiastically. “As soon as it’s dark outside, they break into apartments and steal whatever they can. They even take away heavy furniture!”

“Wouldn’t a troop of furniture movers marching through the hallways at night arouse suspicion? Hasn’t anyone called the police?” Cotton said.

“Sure,” Mrs. Moskovitz said. “But that’s what’s so strange. No one has ever seen or heard them while they were committing the burglaries. They’re like ghosts; that’s why we call them the Ghost Squad. They recently broke into Mrs. Staggs’ apartment and stole literally everything. They even took the negligee she was wearing in bed! She woke up completely naked on the bare floor the next morning.”

“My goodness,” Cotton said, trying in vain not to picture the naked old woman in his mind. “Have the police gotten involved at all?”

“The police?” Mrs. Moskovitz couldn’t suppress a derisive snort. “They don’t care if anything gets stolen here or not. That’s why we’re taking matters into our own hands. The building’s tenants have formed a self-protection group. We take turns patrolling inside and outside the premises when it gets dark. You’d be welcome to join us.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Moskovitz,” Cotton answered evasively as he slipped through the door into the stairwell. “I’ll certainly consider your offer. Good evening to you.”

“Don’t think about it too long,” the old lady called after him, “or else you’ll wake up naked in an empty apartment one morning, just like poor old Mrs. Staggs.”

Cotton hurried up the stairs. After his not-so-good day, he deserved something better than an evening with the neighborhood watch; a warm meal from the microwave, for instance.

He thought about the gang of thieves as he searched his refrigerator for something to eat. He grinned at the idea of someone daring to break into an FBI agent’s apartment. Just then, he heard a noise coming from his bedroom. He stopped in his tracks and listened. It didn’t take long for him to realize that someone was in there!

Immediately his senses sharpened and his muscles tensed with alarm. He rushed back into the hallway and picked up his pistol. Holding his weapon firmly at the ready, he snuck down the hall to the bedroom. He could see light coming through the gap between the door and floor. He flung the door open and leaped into the room, where the next shock awaited him.

Standing there like a statue was a woman in her early twenties. Mother Nature had done a good job on her, giving her full red lips, light-blue eyes, and dark hair. Her figure was every bit as attractive. But what had completely bewildered Cotton was the fact that, except for a pair of high-heeled shoes, she was completely naked! Her dress and underwear were lying on the bed.

The strange woman stood there with her legs slightly apart and her hands on her hips. She cocked her head to the side a bit, raised her eyebrows, and looked at Cotton, completely composed.

“You’re not Tony,” she said in a matter-of-fact manner.

Cotton was simply speechless. He tried to defuse this embarrassing situation by acting cool. As calmly as possible, he said to her, “No, I’m not Tony; I’m someone better. My name is Jeremiah. May I ask how you got into my apartment, and what this Tony has to do with my bedroom?”

Instead of answering, the pretty woman grimaced and said, “That jerk! He gave me the wrong address. Do I look like a one-night stand to you?”

“Um … no?” Cotton’s ability to think straight was somewhat incapacitated, since the woman standing there was still stark naked. He had to force himself to focus on her eyes instead of looking elsewhere. “Who are you, anyways?”

“I’m a very attractive and intelligent woman who is slightly in shock,” she answered coolly.

“Hmm. What do you say I make us some coffee?” he suggested. “Then we can sit down and you can tell me everything — especially how you got into my apartment without breaking the door in.”

“Oh, that was easy; the building superintendent let me in,” she said candidly. “I told him that my boyfriend lives in this apartment and that he wasn’t home yet. He was kind enough to let me in with his master key.” Suddenly she looked down at herself, as if she had just now noticed her nudity. “We can continue talking, but could you leave me alone for a few moments so I can get dressed? And about that coffee — I could use something a bit stronger now, like maybe a whiskey.”

Cursing silently to himself, Cotton exited the bedroom. What use is a neighborhood watch group when the building’s superintendent opens doors for strangers?

In the kitchen, he made some pancakes for himself and his surprise guest. He took two glasses from his well-stocked bar and a bottle of single-malt whiskey. He was pouring a finger of whiskey into each glass when his still nameless guest appeared by the door wearing a plain gray dress. Despite its simplicity, she looked great in it, thanks to her figure.

“My mother always said that the first impression is the most important one,” she told him. “I hope you don’t consider me to be some kind of amoral slut. I’m not the sort of woman who hops into bed with someone on the first date. But for a woman in love, sex is a tried and true method of maintaining possession of the object of her desire.”

Cotton tried to imagine what she meant by that. “So that means you’re in love with Tony.”

“Not anymore.”

His visitor walked over to the table, but she didn’t sit down on one of the chairs. Instead, she lifted her well-formed rear end onto the tabletop and crossed her beautiful legs. Cotton handed her one of the drinks, and they clinked their glasses together. The special agent took a long swallow and then sat down.

“By the way, my name is Veronica Lake,” she told him. “I’m an actress.” She emptied the glass and then gracefully slid off the table, the only sound coming from the motion of the fabric of her dress across the table’s surface. She pulled one of the chairs over, sat down, and looked at Cotton expectantly. “So, here I am sitting in a stranger’s apartment,” she said serenely.

“Well, no one told you to come in,” Cotton said.

“First of all, I thought it was Tony’s apartment,” she attempted to explain herself. “And second, we’re not such strangers to each other anymore. We’ve covered quite a bit of territory, as far as getting to know one another is concerned. For all that’s happened in this short time in your bedroom and here in your kitchen, other people require days or even weeks.”

“If we keep going at this rate, we’ll soon know every detail about each other,” Cotton added, half ironically.

“Oh — you’re a real tiger,” she said with a smirk and raised eyebrows.

While they ate, she told her host her story. She had met the unbelievably attractive Tony at a bar a few weeks ago. She had finally taken him to her place the night before last, and he had spent the night there with her. Before he left to go to work the next morning, he gave her his address — which, as they had found out, turned out to be fake.

Cotton listened to her attentively, uttering an appropriately compassionate comment now and again. After their meal she wandered around the room a little. While she looked around and examined this and that, she engaged in some small talk with Cotton — until she hit on a subject that was quite a bit more interesting to him.

“I like your place,” she told him with obvious admiration. “You have taste, and I have a weakness for men with taste. It would be a shame if we didn’t see each other again. Do you have anything planned for tomorrow evening?”

“Actually, I was thinking of asking you out,” Cotton answered, laughing. “But if you don’t want to go out with me, then I’ll have to think of something else to do.”

“Then we’d better meet again.”

“How about at eight at Vin et Fleurs in SoHo?” he suggested. “They have very good French food. We could have dinner and get to know each other better while we’re at it.”

“That’s a great idea,” she agreed with a laugh. “I’m sure we’ll get along. By the way, is there a Mrs. Jeremiah anywhere?”

“Do you see a wedding band on my finger?” he asked in response.

“Such a small piece of metal doesn’t mean anything. You can easily take it off and put it on again.”

“No, there’s no Mrs. Jeremiah. I hope my word is sufficient for you, even though lying is as easy as hiding a wedding band.”

She scrutinized him with a furrowed brow. “Yeah — I think I can trust you. You make an honest impression. If you pour me another drink, I can propose a toast to Mrs. Jeremiah’s nonexistence.”

They talked until four in the morning. Then she told him, “I think it’s time for me to go out into the cold, foggy, rainy night.” She stood up and went to the bedroom to get her coat.

“It’s not raining,” he told her as he saw her to the apartment door. “And New York can’t offer you any fog either today.” He opened the door for her.

At the threshold she stopped and turned to face him. “So it’s a date?” she asked, looking at him in a way that would make any man go crazy. “This evening at Vin et Fleurs?”

“Eight o’clock sharp.”

She stretched towards him and placed her lips tenderly on his.

“Think of that kiss as a down payment for this evening,” she whispered into his ear.

Cotton grinned as he watched her hips swaying down the hallway. She stopped and waved at him before she disappeared into the stairwell. Cotton waved back and then realized that he was still grinning like an idiot.

He closed the apartment door and went to sit in his easy chair. He thought about how this awful day had turned into such a positive one, and about his new and promising adventure ahead.
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Students at Columbia University went to their first classes at nine. Half an hour later, every available police car in New York was racing towards the school with sirens wailing. The vehicles came to a stop some twenty yards away from the largest building on campus. The front of the building had been designed to look like an ancient Greek temple ringed with mighty pillars. The portal behind the pillars was as elaborate as that of a palace.

A seemingly never-ending stream of students was pouring out of the mighty doors, screaming in panic. They scattered in every direction, leaving chaos in their wake. Windows on the ground level had been smashed from the inside and people were jumping out of them onto the lawn below. Anyone who stood in their paths would be trampled.

About a dozen police cars were already parked in front of the building with their red, white, and blue lights flashing. Police officers and a SWAT team, all wearing bullet-proof vests, were bustling around shouting orders and instructions.

Cotton had just parked his car in a parking lot adjacent to the campus. Unshaven and overtired, he made his way through the throng of people. Decker had awakened him with a phone call a little while ago, telling him that a gunman was wreaking havoc on the campus. This time, Cotton had arrived before his partner, as Decker was hopelessly stuck in a traffic jam on Park Avenue.

Cotton made his way up to the foremost police line. The officers were positioned behind their vehicles, carefully watching all entrances to the building. Cotton went from man to man trying to find the officer in charge, finally arriving at a huge man in his mid-fifties who could have easily been a bouncer in his youth. He was wearing a dark-blue police uniform, which commanded even more respect than his size already demanded. The officer seemed to be a bit nervous and overwhelmed by the situation and was waving his arms about as he shouted orders in every direction.

Cotton stepped up to him and got to the point: “Could you tell me what’s going on here?”

Instead of answering, the man ranted, “Who in the hell are you? Get your ass out of here before it gets pumped full of lead.”

“My name is Cotton.” He pulled out his FBI ID card and presented it to the man. “Could you answer my question now?”

“I don’t have time for that, mister. We have everything under control — even without the FBI. So scram and let me do my job.”

“Oh, yeah,” Cotton sighed. “I’d almost forgotten the NYPD’s infamous willingness to cooperate.”

He walked away from the lead officer and strolled over to his old partner, Joe Brandenburg. Joe was leaning coolly against a sycamore tree and staring at the building as if he were John Wayne.

Cotton stopped alongside Brandenburg’s tree. “Here we are again. What’s going on, Joe?”

Brandenburg looked at Cotton sullenly and then grumbled in his usual rough manner, “Looks like you made a new friend in the NYPD.”

“Unfortunately, not all police officers are as fond of the FBI as you are.” Cotton made a sour face. “Who is that ogre who’s in charge?”

“Captain Larkin, king of the nit-pickers. Just got here from Baltimore. He requested a transfer to the NYPD, and now we’ve got that self-centered idiot on our asses all day.”

Cotton nodded sympathetically. “What can you tell me about the gunman?”

“It’s supposedly a student who’s shooting at everyone he sees.”

“Have there been any fatalities or injuries?”

“I don’t know. The students fled in total panic. I don’t know if any of them have calmed down enough to be questioned.”

In his mind’s eye, Cotton saw the scene of the 1999 Columbine High School massacre in Littleton, Colorado, where eighteen-year-old Eric Harris and seventeen-year-old Dylan Klebold killed twelve of their fellow students and a teacher in cold blood.

“What’s the plan of action?” Cotton wanted to know.

“More than likely, our boys will carry out the usual program: They’ll get a shrink to talk the dumbass into giving up by telling him about his good points and talking about his bad childhood and shedding a few tears. That type of psychological shit.”

“And what would your plan be?”

Brandenburg grinned. “March inside and shoot anyone who aimed a gun at me.”

Cotton sighed. That was typical Joe. “Do you know where in the building the gunman is holed up?”

“No. No shots have been fired since our arrival.”

“Then either he ran out of ammo or the students who haven’t made it out yet are well hidden.”

“That’s not going to help them much. While we’re out here with our thumbs up our asses, he’ll have plenty of time to search one room at a time to find new victims.

“And that’s why I’m going in there right now,” Cotton told him. “Not to shoot anyone, I mean, but to save as many people as I can,” he added jokingly.

“That building is a damn maze, full of rooms, hallways, and niches,” Joe warned him. “That nut could easily waylay you from one of a hundred possible hiding places.”

“I guess that’s just one of the many dangers that come with the job.”

Crouching low, Cotton ran across the cobblestones and hurried up the outer stairs to the massive main doors, pulling out his weapon as he reached them. He pushed one of them open with his left hand. Silently, he entered the building’s foyer, which was as large as the nave of a church. The floor was made of polished granite. Heavy chandeliers hung from the high ceiling at regular intervals. Life-sized portraits of famous professors and graduates hung on the walls. Two spiral staircases made of dark ebony wood led upwards: one to the main lecture hall, and the other to a seemingly endless hallway.

Cotton snuck along a wall lined with oak panels. Glass display cases standing at regular intervals offered him some cover. He was thankful that the university had chosen to display some of its awards for outstanding accomplishments in sports and science in such a convenient fashion.

He crossed over to the west wing of the building, trying to be prepared for anything that might be lurking behind the many closed doors.

Suddenly, shots rang out, interrupting the stillness that had reigned before. Cries echoed down the hallways.

Cotton threw all caution overboard when he heard the cries. The hallway he was hurrying down was empty — not a soul was in sight. When he got about two-thirds of the way down the corridor, he could hear moaning coming from behind a closed door. Cotton kicked it open, both hands firmly gripping his weapon. With his arms outstretched, he entered a room that turned out to be one of the faculty offices.

Lying on the floor before him was a heavy-set woman in her mid-fifties with chestnut-colored hair. She was coughing and seemed to be having difficulty breathing. A red splotch was spreading across her blouse from her left shoulder. She stared at the special agent in terror. She attempted to stand up, but her knees buckled and she plummeted back down.

“No!” she shouted, her tear-filled eyes locked on Cotton’s pistol. “Please, don’t hurt me!”

He knelt down before her, urging her in a calm voice, “Stop screaming — I won’t harm you. What’s your name?”

Voice trembling, the woman answered, “Amanda Porter … I’m a secretary.”

“I’m Agent Cotton,” he told her reassuringly. “I’m here to help.”

He looked around the office as he spoke. The only person in the room was the wounded woman. Several window panes had been shot out. A bullet had destroyed one of the computer monitors on the desk.

“You want to save me?” she gasped franticly. “Then get me out of here before that lunatic returns and kills us both.”

“That’s not such a good idea. It’d be better if I leave you here until I’ve taken the gunman out.”

“But you can’t do that.” Her voice quaked with despair. “I have to get to a hospital!”

“Let me take a look.” He came closer and examined her wound. It looked painful but not life-threatening.

“It hurts so much,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. “Please don’t leave me here.”

“I’d be defenseless if I carried you out of here. The gunman could easily shoot both of us.”

“Please!” she begged again.

“All right,” he relented. “Just pray that we don’t cross paths with him.”

“It’s one of the students.” Her unnaturally pale face stiffened with anger. “His name is Benjamin.”

“Benjamin what?”

“I can’t remember his last name. But he’d always been a friendly young man. He used to help out in the library.”

“Can you stand up?”

She shook her head. Cotton put his pistol back into its holster. He positioned himself behind her and grabbed her under the arms, pulling her up until she was able to stand on her own feet, albeit shakily. She moaned, closed her eyes tightly, and took a deep breath. Carefully, she put one foot in front of the other, leaning heavily against the agent. With one arm around her waist, he helped her move slowly towards the door. He pulled out his phone and speed dialed Joe Brandenburg.

“What does it look like in there, Jerry?” Joe asked him.

“I’ve found a wounded woman and I’m bringing her to one of the exits on the western side of the building. Have medical personnel ready to meet her there.”

“What about the gunman?”

“I’ve made no contact so far.”

“We heard shots being fired a while ago. I was afraid I’d have to take a half-day off for your funeral.”

“Maybe some other time,” Cotton grumbled and hung up.

Carefully, he opened the door. He took out his pistol again and peered around the doorframe, looking down the hallway in both directions. He helped the woman out of the room only after he was sure that the gunman wasn’t around. She dug her nails into his arm and began to stagger as though she were about to fall.

“Pull yourself together,” he told her. “You’ll get help as soon as we get to the exit.”

The corridor merged with another smaller hallway. To the right, a winding staircase led up. To the left, there was a longer hallway that ended with an emergency exit. There was not a soul to be seen. But Cotton still had the uncanny feeling that they were not alone. There was a large sofa on one side of the otherwise empty passageway, and Cotton saw movement behind it.

He stopped, took aim, and firmly said, “FBI — come out and show yourself!”

“Please don’t shoot,” a despondent voice cried from behind the couch. “We’re coming out.”

Three students, two female and one male, crawled out from behind the couch. They were obviously in shock. Their faces were as white as sheets, and their eyes darted back and forth, as though they couldn’t believe they were safe.

“Do you know if the gunman is anywhere on this floor?” Cotton asked them.

“No,” the pretty blond girl answered. “The last time we heard a shot, the sound came from one of the levels above us.”

“Is there anyone else here besides you?” The lanky male student asked Cotton, his eyes fearful. “Where are the cops? Haven’t they stormed the building yet?”

“No, not yet.” Cotton looked at the young people solemnly. The wounded woman was getting heavy. “Now listen up and do exactly as I tell you. See to it that you get out of here as quickly as possible. There’s an emergency exit at the end of the hall. The police and medics will be waiting out there.”

“But we can’t leave without Brad,” the plump dark-haired girl sobbed.

“Helen,” her skinny male friend said, “Brad is dead. He was shot. I saw it with my own eyes …”

Just then a shot was fired from somewhere down the hall. Cotton spun around to face where the shot had come from: the stairwell. But there was no sign of the gunman.

The students stood there, frozen. The blond girl looked down at her chest, her eyes wide open. A rapidly growing red stain had appeared between her breasts.

“Carol!” the plump girl screamed, running over to the wounded girl.

Cotton quickly told the two uninjured students to get the medics in there right away, and then he dashed to the stairwell and flew up the steps. When he reached the second floor, he stopped and peered around the corner, but he still could see nothing of the gunman. He hurried down the corridor to the left. As he ran, he thought he heard footsteps echoing from somewhere within the labyrinth of hallways.

All of a sudden, he stopped. Directly in front of him, the doors to the bathrooms stood wide open. Lying on the floor of the ladies’ room were three bodies, two male and one female. The greenish fluorescent lights made their blood appear almost black on the tile.

Cotton leaned over the bodies, turning them onto their backs. Each victim had a bullet hole in the forehead. They had been executed at close range.

At that moment, Cotton noticed a movement by the door. With his pistol at the ready, he spun around. For a moment, he saw the contours of a man standing in the doorway. But as quickly as the silhouette had appeared, it disappeared again, like a phantom.

Cotton sprang up and gave chase, sprinting out into the hallway. The man he was after ran around the corner ahead of him. Then he heard a woman scream.

Cotton stopped near the spot where the culprit had disappeared and carefully peered around the corner. It was empty except for a high-heeled shoe lying on the floor by a door just a few steps away. He suspected that the gunman was waiting for him behind the door with a hostage.

Cotton went around the corner and hurried to the other end of the corridor, where he opened a window. He put his pistol back into its holster and got up onto the windowsill, swinging his legs out the window. His feet searched for the six-inch-wide ledge that ran all the way around the building’s façade. When he found a firm footing, he groped for a finger hold in the mortar between the stone blocks above his head.

His belly pressed firmly against the wall, he side-stepped slowly over to the corner of the building. He stopped for a moment when he got there, finally daring to peek downward. Due to the height of the first floor and the mezzanine, he found himself about thirty-six feet off the ground — a ground paved with stone slabs.

Cotton put his right arm around the corner and searched for a new hold. His fingers were slick with sweat. Time and again his shoes slipped as he moved along the narrow ledge. Despite the difficulties, he worked his way onward along the exterior of the wall. Every so often, he passed a window, allowing him a glimpse inside the building. He pushed against each window he reached, but to no avail. He had almost given up hope when he finally found what he had been looking for. Holding on to the mortar in the wall with his left hand, he pushed at another window with his right hand — and, to his great relief, it opened. He stepped inside.

He stood still for a moment to calm his quivering muscles; when he was halfway composed again, he took out his pistol. He found himself in a huge library; shelves made of dark-stained oak reached up to the high ceiling. Thousands of books of all sizes and colors stood in long rows at many levels on the shelves. The aisles between the shelves were long and narrow.

Cotton was glad to have entered the right room. He suspected that the gunman was near the entrance. However, he didn’t go there directly; instead, he took a round-about path behind the bookshelves so that he would approach the door from the side. Even though he moved carefully, the wood floor creaked and groaned at times beneath his feet.

Even before he saw anything of the killer, he could hear the soft whimpering of his hostage. Staying close to a bookshelf, Cotton moved towards the end of the aisle. When he got to the end, he carefully peered around the corner.

Barely ten paces away, he saw a gangly student leaning casually against the front desk, where the librarian would usually sit. He was wearing a sweat suit and was holding a semi-automatic pistol at the ready as he guarded the doorway. Sitting beside him on the floor was a female student, her eyes filled with tears. Her left shoe was missing; it must have been the one Cotton had seen out in the hallway.

Cotton took careful aim at the culprit’s head, his finger pressed so tightly against the trigger that just a tiny bit more pressure would release the hammer.

“Drop the weapon and put your hands up!” Cotton shouted. “This is the FBI!”

Moving almost in slow motion, the gunman turned to face Cotton. He saw the agent standing behind the cover of a bookshelf. The student flashed his teeth in a humorless grin; his eyes were wide open, but the expression on his face was blank.

“Drop your weapon!” Cotton shouted again.

Now the gunman reacted faster than Cotton had expected. He spun around, grabbed the girl by her arm, yanked her to her feet, and pulled her in front of him. Her back was pressed against his chest, and he held the muzzle of the pistol against her ribs.

“One false move and the girl gets it!” the student yelled.

Cotton kept his weapon aimed at the gunman’s head. “You have no way out of this building,” Cotton told him in a firm voice, mentally noting the irony of trying to talk sense into someone who had completely lost it. “You have two options: Either you release the woman and give yourself up, or I shoot you!”

“Just try it,” the crazed man cried. His face was contorted with insane rage, and Cotton had the awful feeling that he was about to pull the trigger at any moment. He knew that he had to take a huge risk if he wanted to save the girl’s life. If it didn’t pan out, then they’d both be dead.

Her eyes were wide with fear as she stood frozen in place in front of the mad gunman. Cotton looked firmly into her eyes and casually cocked his head to the left in the hope that she would understand his cue. She was so scared that her teeth were chattering, but with a barely perceptible nod, she let Cotton know that she understood what he meant. She closed her eyes and moved as far to the side as the gunman’s grip would allow.

If Cotton missed now, he would regret it for the rest of his life. If he hit the girl instead of the gunman and killed her, he would lose everything in his life that was important to him. He was well aware of the risks involved as his finger squeezed the extra few ounces of pressure on the curved blued steel of the trigger and his pistol barked out a shot.

As a reflex, the gunman jerked his arm up and fired his own gun as Cotton’s bullet slammed into his right shoulder. He stumbled back and dropped onto the floor, his arms stretched wide apart. His bullet missed the girl and bored into the ceiling. She staggered off to the side as she tried to get away from him, screaming as she fell to the floor. She shielded her face from the crazed man’s spurting blood.

Cotton stood over the culprit, keeping his weapon aimed at him. Moaning, the student tried to crawl away from the agent. He was now unarmed, having dropped the pistol when he fell.

“Don’t move, or the next bullet’s in your head.” Cotton glanced over at the girl. “Are you okay?”

She nodded as she clumsily got back to her feet. The shock and adrenalin had partially numbed her muscles.

Cotton ordered the killer to get up.

The man didn’t react.

Cotton grabbed him by the collar and yanked him up.

“Are you a cop?” the young man asked him in an oddly high voice.

“Something like that.”

“Then you can’t shoot me — you know that, right?”

“I’m not going to shoot you. I’m just going to take you someplace where you won’t ever cause any harm again. Why did you kill all those people?” Cotton asked, knowing he wouldn’t get an answer.

“I won’t say anything without my lawyer. If you’re looking for a scapegoat, then pick someone else. I didn’t do anything.”

“Then what were you doing with that gun?” Cotton gestured to the weapon lying on the floor with his chin.

“That’s not mine.”

“Oh, yeah? I’m sure we’ll get some nice fingerprints off of it that happen to belong to you, and we’ll find powder residue all over your hands.”

Outside, the police were just getting ready to storm the building when the main door opened and out stepped Cotton, together with the girl and the gunman. Cotton shoved him out onto the stairs.

The demented young man shouted at the approaching police officers, “Help me — this guy shot me! He’s totally mental!”
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Later that evening, freshly showered and closely shaven, Cotton left his apartment. He was on his way to meet his date, the charming Veronica Lake.

Since he had no desire to look for a parking spot in Manhattan, he left his car parked in the apartment building’s parking garage and took a bus to Times Square. There he got on the subway to SoHo.

Just before eight o’clock, he walked into Vin et Fleurs. It was a small but elegant restaurant with a dark wooden façade. The windows and the furnishings were designed in a rustic French style. The interior featured wood panels ornamented with carvings; there were also mirrors and small painted flowers on the walls, candles on the tables, and elaborate menus. All this exuded an air of cozy luxury.

Cotton was wearing a pair of black jeans, a light-colored cotton shirt, and a jacket that matched the outfit. He discreetly looked over the other guests as he strolled over to the restaurant’s reception desk. The ladies were mostly wearing cocktail dresses in all sorts of colors, while the men were more conservatively dressed, the majority of them in dark suits.

The restaurant was completely full, as it was every evening. Waiters circled the tables to ensure the constant flow of champagne and delicacies. The place hummed with quiet conversations and light jazz. Several couples who had come without reservations were standing at the bar in the hope of getting a table.

A gray-haired waiter led Cotton to a table by one of the windows, which he had reserved by telephone earlier in the day. From there, he had a good view of the entrance and the bar. As he sat at his table, looking forward to the evening, he watched the restaurant’s main door as guests came and left.

Cotton watched a number of guests come and go during the next hour, but there was still no sign of Veronica. His watch told him that it was already after nine when suddenly a totally unexpected female visitor appeared.

He almost didn’t recognize his partner. Instead of her usual dark pantsuit, she was wearing a semi-transparent blouse, through which her bra shimmered, and an elegant blazer. In addition, she was wearing a very short dark skirt that showed off her well-formed legs. Rounding out Decker’s surprising new look were fancy high-heeled pumps and a stylish hairdo.

Cotton sat there motionless, as shocked as he would have been if Chewbacca had entered the restaurant.

Decker was standing by the entrance and looking around, as though she were searching for someone. Her eyes met Cotton’s gaze. Startled, she stared at him for a brief moment, and then turned around abruptly, as if she hadn’t noticed him. With her fancy little purse in hand, she strode into the bar and took a seat on one of the tall stools. She ordered a Manhattan, leisurely sipping it over the next half hour.

In the meantime, Cotton had given up hope that his date would appear. He could either go back home right now and spend the rest of the evening frustrated, or he could try to make the best out of the situation. He chose the second option.

He stood up and went into the bar. He gently tapped his partner on the shoulder.

“Hello, Ms. Decker,” he greeted her with amusement in his voice. “Who did you get so dressed up for?”

Purposefully, Decker slowly turned around, and with pursed lips she looked him over from head to toe. “You look pretty spiffy yourself, Cotton. So stylish. But I think you’d look even more stylish if you’d quit staring at my cleavage. What are you doing here?”

“Overtime.”

“In such a fine restaurant? Have you discovered wrongdoings in the kitchen that may pose a danger to national security?”

“Let’s just say that in my case the boundaries between work and play are pretty vague.”

“And in which zone do we presently find ourselves?”

“Right on the border.”

“Well, then, let’s hope that your meal won’t break your budget. Now, if you’ll please excuse me, I’m waiting for someone here.”

“Why don’t you wait over at my table?” Cotton suggested. “We could have a bite to eat while we’re at it.”

“Okay,” she agreed, surprising him, and she followed him back to his table. “I just hope that your date won’t be bent out of shape when she sees me sitting here with you.”

Cotton pulled out her chair for her. “Don’t worry; I’m convinced by now that she’s amusing herself elsewhere this evening.”

“Oh … I’m sorry about that,” Decker said with exaggerated compassion. “I do hope that your male ego hasn’t suffered too much damage.”

“This sort of thing happens often enough, so I’m used to it.” He sat down across from her and called a blond waitress over to the table.

“For this charming lady and myself, a bottle of Chardonnay, please,” he ordered.

The waitress left and returned again in short order with a bottle of wine. She poured a bit into his glass, and after he tasted it and nodded in satisfaction, she filled both of their glasses.

Decker downed her wine in one gulp. Cotton was both surprised and fascinated as he watched.

“Oh, what the hell! Why should I play games?” Decker said out of the blue. “I’ve been stood up by my date, too. And wipe that dumb grin off your face.”

As Decker took the bottle to pour herself more wine, Cotton studied the menu. By the time he had decided to order a steak with fries, she had downed her second glass. Then she took a look at the menu. At first, she was unable to decide between fish, snails, and crab. Finally, she simply chose the same thing as Cotton had.

After they had placed their order with the waiter, Cotton said, “Tell me about the nice gentleman who stood you up on this fine evening.”

“Cotton,” she hissed, “I have a steak knife right here! I don’t think it would be wise for you to piss me off!”

“Well, if threats of bodily harm are part of your dating ritual, then it’s no wonder that nobody wants to go out with you.” Before Decker could utter a snappy response, Cotton poured her another glass of wine and admitted, “It seems that I also made a bad impression on my date yesterday.”

“We should’ve both stayed home,” Decker said, slurring her words a bit. She downed her third glass of wine. “Just look around you — loving couples everywhere.” She leaned towards Cotton. “Just imagine if we didn’t know each other and we met here tonight for the first time, both of us stood up by our dates. What would have happened between the two of us then?”

“Good question,” Cotton said, signaling for another bottle of Chardonnay.

Decker let out a frustrated sigh. “I was hoping to get a more romantic answer.” She looked at Cotton with her big green eyes and frowned. “You’re an attractive man, aren’t you?”

Cotton laughed. “That’s for others to decide, not me.”

“I just don’t understand why an attractive guy would go chasing after women instead of marrying and reproducing.” The last word hadn’t come out quite right.

“Perhaps it’d be a good idea if you didn’t drink any more alcohol,” Cotton suggested.

However, the waiter had already arrived with the new bottle of wine. Decker held her glass up to him and didn’t take it away until it was dangerously full.

After she took a large swallow, she said, “This job is eating us alive. Instead of having families, we get involved in these gruesome cases. And when we’re old and gray, we get the boot.”

After they had finished eating, the waiter cleared the table and asked if they wanted any dessert. Cotton ordered two espressos.

Cotton’s phone buzzed while they were waiting for the coffee. He pulled it out and looked at the display, expecting to see a text message. Instead, all he saw was an app icon blinking on the screen, something that had downloaded on its own. Normally, he would have deleted it immediately, but there was something about the logo that made him curious. He knew he had seen the cartoon figure somewhere before very recently.

Decker noticed him staring at his smartphone. “Is it a message from your date?”

“No,” he answered, “it’s an app that downloaded automatically on my phone.”

“And?”

“The boy from North Caldwell, Randy, had the same app on his smartphone.”

“Why don’t you just try it out and see what happens?”

“Okay, but if something bad happens, it’ll be your fault.” Cotton tapped his finger on the screen. The icon turned into a spiral and then went back to its original form.

“And?”

“Nothing.” Bewildered, he stared at the app.

“Let me try it.”

Reluctantly, Cotton handed her the smartphone. When she tapped her finger on the icon, something strange happened, something that Cotton had not experienced when he had tried it. Decker felt her mind go blank for a moment. It was over in the blink of an eye, yet she felt oddly fuzzy.

“Here.” She gave the phone back to him with shaking hands.

Cotton put it away and looked at her attentively. He noticed a change in her demeanor. Her face went pale and her eyes were filling with anger. She dug around in her purse without looking in it.

“Decker?” he said.

Decker didn’t react. Her eyes darted around. From out of nowhere, she felt a deep hate and disgust for everyone around her in the restaurant. She fell deeper and deeper into a bottomless hatred. Her only desire was to shoot everyone with her duty pistol, which she had in her handbag — and then suddenly it was in her hand. She released the safety.

Cotton saw the gun’s muzzle pointed at his forehead. Quick as lightning, he grabbed her wrist and twisted it around so that the pistol was pointing at the ceiling. But her quick reaction surprised him. Before he knew what had happened, she had jumped out of her chair like a cat and hopped over the table. Cotton jumped up and tumbled backward, tripping over his fallen chair. His back slammed against a neighboring table, smashing it in two. Glasses, plates, food, and silverware crashed to the floor.

People jumped up and screamed as they got out of Decker and Cotton’s way. The two agents were wrestling at their feet on the wine-red carpeting. Cotton’s right hand was gripping Decker’s throat, and his left hand still had a hold of the pistol. Decker tried to free herself from his grip, but Cotton held on firmly. He increased the pressure until her hand released the weapon.

Cursing, she groped for one of the steak knives lying on the floor. She had a deep desire to ram the blade into his chest.

Mesmerized, the restaurant guests and personnel watched the scene. A couple of the braver men tried to separate the two agents. But Cotton was quicker; he finally knocked her out with a punch to her temple.

Cotton got back on his feet and took Decker’s pistol. He re-engaged the safety and stuck the gun into his waistband. Before the restaurant staff or the guests could call the police, he had pulled out his FBI ID card. He turned to one of the waiters and asked him to call a taxi. He paid for the meals and drinks and added a few more bills to cover the damages.

A few minutes later, a yellow cab pulled up to the entrance. Cotton picked Decker up off the floor. The waiter handed him her Louis Vuitton handbag and her coat, which he clutched between his arm and chest as he carried her to the front door. Another waiter held the door open and then went outside to open the cab’s door.

Cotton laid her down on the rear seat of the cab and sat down beside her. He told the astounded driver where to go.
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It was sometime after midnight when Cotton got back to his apartment. Decker had still not woken up, so he carried her up the stairs to his floor. When he got to his apartment, he placed her carefully on her feet. He kept one arm wrapped around her as his other hand unlocked the door and pushed it open so that he could carry her in.

He was surprised to feel and hear a grinding noise beneath his shoes as he stepped inside. He turned the lights on and saw the shards of a broken vase that had previously stood on a nearby cabinet scattered across the floor. His clothing was strewn about as well. He knew now that he had become a victim of the neighborhood burglars.

With a strange feeling in his gut, he carried his unconscious partner into the living room. His LED TV and stereo system were gone. It was pure chaos throughout his apartment. All the drawers had been pulled out and the contents thrown across the floor. Furniture had been pushed over. Every room was a mess.

Cotton simply stood there for a while amidst the chaos and stared. He realized that it was probably the ominous “Ghost Squad”, as Mrs. Moskovitz had called them, who had done this to him.

He carried Decker into the bedroom, laid her down on the bed, and covered her up. Because he didn’t know what sort of mood she would be in when she awakened, he played it safe and tied her arms and legs to the bedposts, using the cloth belts from his bathrobes.

He decided to wait until morning to call the police to report the burglary. He was just too tired to deal with that at the moment. Still dressed, he lay down beside Decker. As he lay there motionless, he listened to Decker’s steady breathing and the muffled sounds from the street below. At some point in the night, he fell asleep.

He awoke when the first rays of sunshine filtered through the drapes. Then an angry female voice brought him categorically back to reality.

“What is the meaning of this, Cotton?” Decker exclaimed. “Why the hell am I tied up? Untie me right now! You’ll go to jail for this!”

Cotton’s eyes blinked a few more times. The memory of the previous night’s events came back to him in flashes. He turned his head and looked at the very attractive — and very angry — woman lying beside him.

It wasn’t so much her threats that convinced him to untie her, but the fact that she was back to normal.

After she had been freed, Decker carefully sat up and put both hands to her head. “My God, everything is spinning. What happened last night?”

Cotton didn’t quite know how to begin explaining. “We both had dates.”

“And?”

“And we were both stood up — discarded like old shoes.” A bit lethargically, he climbed out of bed. “I’ll tell you everything, but shouldn’t I make us some coffee first?”

“I’d like nothing better,” she answered with a moan. For some inexplicable reason, she was feeling guilty. What in heaven’s name had happened?

Cotton went into his demolished kitchen. He saw with dismay that his coffee machine had also been taken. When he got back into the bedroom, Decker was sitting on the bed, running her fingers through her hair.

“I’m afraid we’ll have to go out to get our coffee,” he told her. “I have a slight problem with my coffee machine. We could get a bite to eat as well.”

The persistent feeling that she was still in a nightmare was preventing Decker from thinking clearly. “To be honest, I’m not really hungry,” she told Cotton. Then she added, “I’m not sure if I was asleep or in a coma. Please tell me what happened last night and why I was tied up here.”

Cotton relented. “Strictly speaking, we’ve done a few things in public that should not be done in public.”

That was not what Decker considered a proper explanation. Nervously, she licked her lips. “For instance?”

Cotton told her what had happened as delicately as he could: “We had a little disagreement in Vin et Fleurs, and I had to knock you out. Tying you up was for your own safety, as well as mine; it wasn’t any sort of sex game.”

“You knocked me out?” Her jaw dropped.

“In self-defense. You attacked me. I had to do it to prevent anything worse from happening. And I want to add that it would have been terrible for me if I had seriously hurt you. I’ll even mention it in my report.”

Decker went pale with this unexpected news. “What report?”

“The report for Mr. High explaining what happened yesterday evening.”

“That I got drunk and we rolled around on the floor in a fine restaurant like a bunch of idiots?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way,” Cotton answered. “I …”

“There won’t be any report,” she cut him off. “You won’t mention a word about this.”

He sighed. He had to be patient, he knew. “Decker, Mr. High will find out sooner or later about the incident.”

“Please, Cotton — I don’t want my reputation as a good agent to be destroyed.”

“I wouldn’t be worried about that, Decker. I think what will interest Mr. High far more than your level of inebriation is the fact that we may have stumbled upon the common denominator for all the mass slayings from the past few days.”

“What?” She blinked her eyes in disbelief.

Cotton told her about the app that had downloaded itself onto his smartphone. He explained how she had activated it and then became enraged, trying to shoot him and then attempting to stab him with a steak knife.

“I wanted to kill you?” She stared at him, wide-eyed, completely dumbfounded. “I … I can’t remember anything. It seems like parts of what happened last night have been completely erased.”

“Basically, it wasn’t really you who wanted to kill me,” he tried to explain to her. “This app somehow manipulated you. And just like you, the other killers can’t remember a thing, either.”

“Brainwashing by cell phone?” Decker frowned. “How is that possible?”

“If I were a neurosurgeon, I might be able to answer your question, but for now I can only speculate. All I know is that by activating the app you were manipulated by it in some way. I hope that our experts can figure it out when they analyze it.”

“My God, if this is really true …”

“Then we’ll have made some real progress with our cases of mass killings.”

“And you can count yourself lucky that you’re still alive,” she added. “I could have killed you with my bare hands.”

Cotton shrugged his shoulders. “Not to mention to skewer me with a knife.”

“But was it really necessary to hit me?” She touched her chin gingerly. “If you’ve cracked my jaw, I’ll make your life miserable.”

He smirked. “I’ll go hop in the shower,” he told her as he walked over to the bathroom. “And then we’ll have some breakfast.”

Decker’s anger was gone, but the feeling that she had been mentally violated remained. She moaned as she dropped her head onto the pillow and closed her eyes.

Freshly showered, shaved, and wearing clean clothes, Cotton went into his living room. Now, in the light of day, he could see more clearly the chaos that the thieves had left behind in his apartment.

“My goodness, what happened here?” Decker’s voice brought him out of his reverie. “Don’t tell me that I did this, too.”

“This time you’re innocent,” he told her. “This happened while I was at the restaurant yesterday.”

“Then I guess we can consider last night an all-around success,” she said sarcastically. She found her handbag and coat on the tipped-over couch.

Cotton helped her into her coat and put on his own jacket, and then the two agents left the apartment.

*

The coffee shop was right around the corner. Decker and Cotton sat at a small table by a window with a view out onto the street. After the morning crowd had dissipated somewhat, he went over to the counter and got their breakfast on a tray.

“Where did you meet the woman who stood you up yesterday?” Decker asked him as she took the tray.

“At my place,” he answered her smugly, and then he told her how it had happened, although he didn’t tell her every detail. He didn’t lie, but merely left out certain spicy aspects of the story — for instance, the fact that the woman had been stark naked.

“And you felt attracted to her?” she went on.

“I wouldn’t have been in that restaurant to meet her otherwise,” he answered.

“What’s her name?”

“Veronica Lake.”

“Like the actress from the forties? Interesting. She always played the part of a disreputable femme fatale. An odd coincidence, don’t you think?”

“What are you trying to say?”

“That when a name sounds fake, it generally is fake. It’s very interesting that she stood you up, too.”

“Why would she give me a fake name?”

“That’s something you’ll have to ask the lady yourself. Personally, I would do that with someone I never wanted to see again.”

“But if she didn’t want to see me again, why did she agree to go on a date with me?”

“She either changed her mind,” Decker mused, “or she had some other reason that you may or may not ever find out. Anyways, she agreed to go on a date with you, true, but she never showed up, which supports my theory that she didn’t want to see you again. Did you ever speak to your building superintendent about the woman?”

Cotton’s smile froze. “No, why?”

“Because he could tell you whether he opened your apartment door for her or not. I suspect that he didn’t. I think she entered your apartment last night just like she did the previous day: using special tools and skills.”

“Are you trying to tell me that she’s the burglar who did that to my apartment?” he asked, astonished.

“Definitely.”

“Then why was she in my place the day before?”

“For the same reason she was there last night; only you ruined her plans the first time by showing up unexpectedly.”

“But how could such a delicate person carry all that stuff out of my apartment? The TV alone would have been too heavy and bulky for her.”

“Oh, come on, Cotton; she could have accomplices. She’d go inside an apartment alone first, to check and see if the coast was clear. The others would be outside somewhere, waiting for her to let them in. In your case, you were lucky the first time that you didn’t show up five minutes later; who knows how many accomplices she’s working with and how it would have turned out?”

Decker’s analysis of the situation shattered Cotton’s nonchalant attitude towards the woman. Aspects of her theory made perfect sense. However, Cotton’s irrational side refused to believe that her analysis could be correct.

After eating their breakfasts, they left the coffee shop. The air outside was still somewhat chilly, despite the sunshine.

“What are you going to do now?” he asked her as they strolled along the sidewalk.

“I’m going to take a taxi home, have a long, hot shower, and put on something more appropriate for work.” Decker stopped and looked at him. “One more thing: Don’t tell anyone that you and I spent the night together in the same bed. Otherwise, you’ll force me to break the law — when I shoot you.”

“A gentleman never tells,” he assured her with a smirk.

Rolling her eyes, Decker stifled a sigh. She turned towards the curb and waved to a taxi. Cotton opened the car door for her. Without saying another word, she somewhat awkwardly climbed in. He closed the door.

He had to admit one thing about his partner: She had a real talent for making a man feel like a dork.
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Cotton arrived at G-Team headquarters an hour earlier than Decker. He greeted Zeerookah with a casual wave of his hand as he walked past. The IT expert responded with a broad grin. Then he went back to soaking up the Coke he had spilled on the desktop with a wad of paper towels.

Cotton went up to Mr. High’s office and reported to him what had happened the night before in Vin et Fleurs. When he had finished, he pushed his smartphone across the desk and requested that the app be analyzed by the G-Team’s experts.

Cotton spent the rest of the morning at his desk finishing paperwork. Nothing special happened before lunchtime. After the noon break, High asked certain G-Team members to join him in the soundproof conference room for an emergency meeting.

The group sat gathered around the large table. In addition to a few special agents, there were also members of the forensic team and agents from the analytical section present. High had even summoned Les Bedell for the meeting. This in itself was unusual, since the psychiatrist was no longer with the FBI and had built up his own successful private practice in New York City. Zeerookah was also among the experts present. He ambled to the other end of the long conference table with his laptop and a stack of papers. Cotton sat beside Decker.

High started the meeting: “Ladies and gentlemen, let me begin by announcing that it is now official: The recent mass slayings have become a nationwide phenomenon. Furthermore, it has been determined that the gunmen from New York City were all people without any previous criminal records. Dustin Edginton, who was responsible for the massacre at the wedding reception in Queens, had never been in trouble with the law before. Randy Lancaster, the thirteen-year-old boy from North Caldwell who shot and killed his entire family and then himself, was a normal teenager, as was Benjamin Badgely, who caused the bloodbath at Columbia University yesterday. We couldn’t find any reasons why Badgely would want to kill those people, either in his private or his academic life. None of the killers had any traces of drugs or alcohol in their bloodstreams.”

High made a short pause before he went on. “That’s the bad news. And now for the good news: We may have found the cause of the mass killings. Last night, two of our agents discovered the missing piece of the puzzle during a … er … an assignment. Our IT experts have analyzed the evidence over the past few hours.

“Mr. Zeerookah, would you please inform us about the results of your investigation?”

“Naturally.” Zeerookah held Cotton’s smartphone up in the air demonstratively. “Allow me to introduce you to the most innovative computer program in existence anywhere in the world. Special Agent Cotton brought me this common smartphone to analyze this morning. According to his statement, an app downloaded itself onto this gadget last night. For those of you who weren’t aware, an app is an application.” He turned the phone on. The display glowed, and the cartoon figure of the app icon appeared. “After taking a close look at this app, I’ve determined how it basically works. It contains a code that is activated as soon as the program is started, and when it’s activated, it influences people’s minds. However, this code doesn’t influence everyone. Special Agent Cotton wasn’t affected at all. But Special Agent Decker was turned into a potential mass murderer. The effect that causes this extreme level of aggressiveness wears off after a certain amount of time, and then disappears altogether. Special Agent Decker is totally normal again, as you can see for yourselves.”

“Are you trying to say that these gunmen were programmed to kill?” one of the agents asked. “That’s absurd.”

Zeerookah cleared his throat before responding to the man’s remark. “Your reaction to this idea is normal. But here are some facts: I found this app on all of the smartphones belonging to the gunmen. They were all activated just before the killings. I’ve been in touch with my colleagues in the other states where similar killings have taken place. The result of this inquiry has confirmed that this app was on every phone owned by the perpetrators in those cases as well. All of the culprits had activated it before the shootings.”

“You mentioned that this app downloaded itself,” High interjected. “Were you able to determine the source?”

“Unfortunately, no,” Zeerookah said. “Whoever is behind all this has covered his tracks very thoroughly. I could only ascertain that this app has been loaded onto many phones. It’s even on my phone, and also on many of my colleagues’ phones.” A few of the agents in the conference room checked their phones as Zeerookah spoke. “It should be noted that this app has manipulated only a very small fraction of the users.” Zeerookah looked at his colleagues before he went on. “I was able to figure out the code that makes this app work. It’s a sort of neurological transmitter. When it’s activated, it creates a magnetic field that manipulates the central nervous system. First, it disables the parts of the brain that manage emotions and control processes. Then it manipulates the neural correlates of consciousness — in other words, the part of the brain responsible for normal conscious processes. To put it simply, the program brainwashes the user into wanting to kill anyone he or she sees.” Zeerookah looked at the others meaningfully. “And this is only the beginning. What’s been happening over the past few days seems to be only a test phase, so to speak, to help eliminate weaknesses for subsequent, improved versions of this app. With each new test run, it will cause more and more users to become mass murderers. One day, it may even be possible for this effect to be initiated by a single impulse during a phone conversation. Whoever is responsible for this app might be able to take control of the entire country one day. And like an octopus, this app will spread its many arms all over the world, forcing people to do its bidding.”

With these final dramatic words, Zeerookah ended the presentation of his findings and sat down. There was a depressed silence in the room.

High sat up straight. Taking a deep breath, he said, “What Mr. Zeerookah just told us may sound like science fiction to some of you, but let me reassure you that this is a real threat.”

“There are two aspects that don’t compute,” Decker said. “Why did Randy Lancaster kill himself after he killed his family? The other two gunmen from New York City did no such thing. And why was I influenced by the app and not Cotton?”

Les Bedell viewed these questions as falling under his area of expertise, so he responded. “It’s safe to assume that the boy realized what he had done after the killings. We already know that the effects of this app are only temporary, and that those affected regain control of themselves after a time. The human brain is an extremely complex entity. There are significant differences between your brain, Agent Decker, and that of Agent Cot …”

Cotton’s face went dark as he stared at Bedell. The meaning of his look was unmistakable: You had better choose your next words carefully!

“Er … ah … of Sarah Palin, for example,” Bedell ended lamely. “But we shouldn’t assume that it’ll stay this way. The people responsible for this diabolical program are working hard to expand its present limitations, I’m sure.”

High took up that line of thought. “The developers of this program will no doubt improve on it, trying to turn every citizen into a potential terrorist and the entire population into mass murderers. That is why we must do whatever we can to prevent a new version of this program from being released.”

“Who is capable of developing such a complex program?” Cotton asked.

“Worldwide, there are only a handful of companies with this kind of capability,” Zeerookah spoke up. “If I had to place a bet on one of them, it would be Cybertronics. I have a friend who works there.” He neglected to mention the fact that he knew this friend from his prior life as a computer hacker, but most of those in the conference room suspected it anyhow. “For years, they’ve been working on a program that will allow machines to be controlled through thoughts. This would be especially useful for the handicapped. It seems that they’ve made great strides in this. So, why not do it the other way around: machines that control humans?”

“Cybertronics?” Bedell reflected. “I think I’ve heard of that company.”

“How nice,” Zeerookah said, a bit smugly.

“Cybertronics is one of the most sophisticated high-tech companies in the country,” Mr. High interjected. “That company is responsible for some of the most innovative developments of the past few years in the IT sector. The founder of the firm is a certain Damian Thorpe — a self-made man who started the company in a garage during the eighties. He’s earned a fortune on military contracts and is considered to be one of the most influential people in the world. Research for the handicapped is one of the company’s philanthropic projects.”

“I wonder if their research for the handicapped is actually so very philanthropic,” Zeerookah said skeptically. “My buddy thinks that the results of such research may have some military value. He …”

“What other information do you have concerning this company?” Mr. High interrupted him.

Zeerookah swallowed the rest of his sentence, turned on his laptop, and connected it to the wall monitor with a cable. A dossier appeared on the screen. It showed that Thorpe lived as a recluse in a mansion in the Hamptons, where the firm’s most important research lab was also located. Cybertronics’ headquarters, however, was situated in a high-rise building in the middle of Manhattan. The company’s global activities were controlled from there.

“Do we have anything else on Thorpe that’s not mentioned in the dossier?” High asked.

“Only what you can read in the tabloids,” Decker cut in. “His wife supposedly died of cancer a few years ago, and his two daughters, Megan and Valentina, are bumming around the world. The younger of the two, Valentina, is known to be a party girl, and Megan is supposedly studying in Europe.”

“I’m sorry to say this,” Mr. High sighed, “but it doesn’t make any sense for Cybertronics to be involved with this app. Thorpe is a committed Democrat. His inventions have strengthened the country. He supported the current president with a generous donation during the last election campaign. Why would he work on a project that could spell doom for the country?”

“The thought is absurd,” Cotton agreed. “But assuming Thorpe isn’t clinically disturbed, there is one other possible reason: He’s on a mission.”

High leaned back. “What kind of mission?”

“I don’t know. But it might be a good idea to look into possible motives in parallel with our investigation of Cybertronics. The question is, what advantages could Thorpe gain by destabilizing the government?”

“None,” High answered. “Financially, Thorpe could never hope to gain any advantages.”

“Unless he wants to be in power,” Cotton said. “If my memory serves me right, he wasn’t always a model Democrat. Didn’t he join a radical organization in the nineties, similar to the White Power Movement? It was called the “Brotherhood of Patriots”, if I remember correctly.”

“That’s correct,” Mr. High confirmed. “But Thorpe has had a change of heart over the years, and he renounced the organization.”

“True, but mostly for financial reasons,” Cotton countered. “Not doing so would have denied him lucrative military contracts. So who can truly say what’s in his heart today?”

“What exactly are you getting at?” Mr. High asked.

“Ideology can’t be bought with money, especially the ideology of fanatics. What if Thorpe is still a surreptitious member of a radical political organization that wants to replace our current government with a dictatorship?”

“If those people really are behind all this, then they would have to possess a way to control the anarchy that this app would unleash.”

“Whoever has the ability to turn harmless family members into bloodthirsty killers surely must have another app that gives them control in another way. We’re not talking about a run-of-the-mill insurrection here. In a country shaken by anarchy, all that you need to gain control is a few thousand well-organized people in key positions. From that foundation, it would be possible to form a new government. And if this group really is capable of manipulating the minds of people as they see fit, then our country is knee-deep in shit.”

“This whole thing seems too far-fetched.” High looked at his subordinates sitting attentively around the table. “How shall we proceed with the investigation now?”

“Since all we have to go on presently is Cybertronics, we should begin there,” Decker suggested.

“We could do that. We can present Thorpe with an official request for information, although I doubt that he would give us any information about the company’s secret projects,” High said doubtfully. “The company could give us the run-around even if we approach it with a special presidential directive. I suspect that they possess special codes that even Zeerookah couldn’t crack. However, since Cybertronics is indeed the only hot lead that we have, we’ll begin our investigation there.”

“Decker, you’re in charge of that angle. See what information you can coax out of Thorpe. I give you full authority to obtain access to secret company data, and you’ll have a free hand in your investigation.”

“Now, tell me, how can we get to the bottom of this Brotherhood of Patriots?”

Cotton thought for a second. “Didn’t they have a sort of boot camp in a forest in New Jersey, where they were training guerilla fighters?”

“That’s common knowledge,” Decker answered. “I took part in a raid there a few years ago after a former member gave us some information. We confiscated a tiny cache of illegal weapons. But the effort didn’t justify the results. The whole thing was so insignificant that the judge let the Brotherhood off with only a warning. The boot camp is nothing but a playground for overgrown children who want to play war.”

“The FBI has come up against this organization a few times already, and the results were always the same: Their potential threat to the US is insignificant,” High said in support of Decker’s assessment. “So, would these third-class wanna-be revolutionaries really be able to take over control of the entire country?”

Now Cotton recognized his chance to play his trump card. “But there might be contacts in that camp with links to those responsible. I could infiltrate the boot camp undercover and find out.”

“Good — that’s how we’ll do it,” High decided. “Although I don’t really like it, we’ll go ahead with your plan if your intuition tells you that something’s fishy with that organization. You’ve been proven right a few times already.”

“What will happen with the gunmen, sir?” Decker wanted to know. “If our theory about the app is correct, then these people are more victims than culprits.”

“That is correct. Until the matter is thoroughly cleared up, those people will stay behind bars. Then we’ll see. In the end, it will be others who decide their fates.

“One other thing: Not a word about this killer app is to be made public. Even if, say, North Korea were to drop all its atomic bombs on a neighboring country, it wouldn’t be as bad as the chaos this thing could cause.”
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The crucial piece of evidence for Cotton’s theory, the one tying Thorpe to the killer app and the Brotherhood of Patriots, was still missing. In the hope of finding it, he had to go to New Jersey.

His destination was on the outskirts of Farmingdale. The little town was hick heaven. It had practically only one street, a patched-up two-lane highway lined by wooden houses that were little more than shacks. According to FBI information, the drugstore and the bar were both favored gathering places for members of the Brotherhood, which had its training camp somewhere in the surrounding woods.

Cotton appeared on the scene looking like a typical local; he was wearing a worn-out baseball cap and a flannel shirt, a pair of faded jeans, a flannel jacket, and work boots. Naturally, he didn’t have his duty pistol or FBI ID card on him. But he didn’t want to go without his smartphone.

He parked the worn-out pickup truck that he had selected from the FBI garage on an empty lot near the only bar in town. Somewhat aimlessly, he walked over to the bar, which looked like it hadn’t seen a real renovation for a very long time. The bare wooden floor creaked and groaned as he entered. He glanced around. The old movie posters hanging on the dingy walls were yellowed with age. The tabletops were made of well-used Formica, and the chairs looked rickety. The focal point of the establishment was the bar.

Two men dressed in camouflage uniforms sat on stools by the bar. They looked to be in their mid-thirties and were large, burly types. One had a full beard and the other was bald. A heavy-set woman in her sixties stood behind the bar. She looked at Cotton grimly as he walked in. He offered everyone a greeting, but got none in return. The two men briefly glanced at him and then turned around again, preferring the company of their drinks.

Cotton sat on a stool, keeping some distance between him and the men. Patiently, he watched the woman dry off glasses with a cloth for a while. After some time, she wiped her hands on her apron and finally turned her attention to Cotton.

“What do you want, mister?” she asked him in a rough voice.

“Don’t matter — as long as it’s cheap,” he answered. “I guess a coffee will do.”

“No money, eh?” the woman retorted disdainfully as she poured lukewarm coffee into a cup. “How about finding a job?” She shoved the cup towards him so briskly that some of the black liquid spilled onto the saucer.

“I did have a job, okay?” he told her irritably as he put the cup to his lips. “I worked like a donkey, and then they just let me go because they transferred their production to China. Damn shit-eating chinks!”

The men at the other end of the bar were paying attention now.

“Those asshole chinks are always stealing American jobs,” the bald man grumbled in Cotton’s direction. “They fired me too last year. The company wasn’t competitive, they said.”

Cotton nodded thoughtfully, as though the man had just said something meaningful and wise. “You have to be careful what you say these days, but I’d just love to put a bomb into every one of those foreign containers.”

“You’re damn right, man,” the bald man said.

“Where do you work?” Cotton asked. “Are you in the army? I mean, because of your uniforms.”

“Something like that,” his new friend answered. “Maybe what we do could be something for you. I like your attitude. And as far as the pay is concerned, we can’t complain. Are you interested?”

“Are you kidding?” Cotton said enthusiastically. “You bet!”

*

Later that afternoon, Cotton found himself deep within the Manasquan River Linear Park. He had left his shabby pickup in the lot, riding in the pickup belonging to the bearded man instead. He didn’t mention his truck to the militiamen because he might have to use it to escape in case of an emergency. These guys would have more control over him if they knew about his vehicle. If they thought there was no easy way for him to escape, they wouldn’t keep such a tight rein on him, he presumed.

The pickup bounced its way over a rough path through the woods until they reached the boot camp. The camp consisted of a small collection of wooden buildings with room for about a hundred men, most of them constructed along the shore of a lake. The only bathrooms in evidence were a number of outhouses by the edge of the woods.

Wisps of smoke greeted Cotton as he walked through the campsite. Men with shaved heads sat around the campfires, goofing off. A small detachment of men dressed in camouflage uniforms marched in file by one of the larger buildings. Three women who were romping around in the lake were the only exceptions to the otherwise military appearance of the place. Dressed in bikinis, they were splashing water at each other and laughing.

All in all, the camp was not a very impressive sight. Even the American flag waving from a wooden post in the middle of the camp didn’t change that impression.

Cotton studied the details of the camp thoroughly as they walked through the grounds. Behind the barracks there was something like a motor pool, consisting of three well-used jeeps and an old army “deuce and a half”. Even though no one seemed to be in the truck, its engine was idling. Its monotonous drone didn’t appear to disturb anyone.

If this is all these guys have to offer, then the US is in no danger at all, Cotton thought.

There didn’t seem to be very many members on site, but something told him there might be more here than meets the eye. His suspicion was substantiated by shots echoing through the woods.

His two escorts brought Cotton to a huge man in his late forties. He was heavy-set with broad shoulders, a crew cut, and an unsympathetic face. His eyes were two narrow slits with swollen eyelids. He wore a camouflage uniform, just like everyone else here. He was introduced to Cotton as Major Aaron Schwartz, and he eyed the agent suspiciously as he continued lifting weights.

Finally, Schwartz set the barbell down and grabbed a towel hanging from a nearby branch to wipe the sweat off of his face. He stepped in front of the special agent and looked at him with an expressionless face. Cotton didn’t seem to be very impressed by the mountain of muscles standing before him.

“You wanna join the Brotherhood of Patriots, mister?” Schwartz asked him in a bass voice.

“I heard that you guys want to make the US into a civilized place again, where Americans don’t lose their jobs to foreign assholes,” Cotton told him. “I wanna do that, too.”

“What do you think, Major?” the bearded man asked.

“I don’t know,” the major grumbled as he rubbed his chin. Then he turned his back on Cotton. “I don’t trust him. Take him back where you got him from.”

“But …” the bald man started to object.

“No buts, Private Jones,” Schwartz bellowed. “Or do you want to give me fifty?”

“Sir, no sir!” Private Jones stood at attention and then saluted before turning away.

Schwartz picked up the weights again. Jones and the bearded man escorted Cotton back across the camp.

“Sorry, dude,” the bearded man told Cotton. “At least we tried. Maybe it’ll work out another time. In a few months we’ll need more men; you can try again then.”

Cotton nodded and accepted the inevitable. His plan to go undercover in the Brotherhood had failed.

They were passing by one of the last barracks when they heard a woman’s voice cussing loudly from within.

Cotton stopped and asked, “What’s going on in there?”

“Oh, that’s only Megan, our boss,” Jones said with a wave of a hand. “You had better keep out of her way. She’s been in a real pissy mood lately.”

“But she still looks good,” the bearded man said with a grin.

“Yeah,” Jones agreed. “Good looks and a nasty character — nice combo.”

A loud moan came from inside the house.

“Hey, guys,” Cotton said to his escorts, “could I take a peek inside there? Sounds like someone could use some help.”

“Forget it — leave the colonel alone,” Jones said. “She’s just been doctored up.”

“Colonel?” Cotton said, surprised. “So this Megan is in command here? And your major dances to her tune, too?”

“You bet,” the bearded man confirmed with a shit-eating grin. “As you can see, she outranks him.”

“And why does she need medical attention?”

“Well,” Jones said reluctantly, “last week there was a little accident at the shooting range. Some idiot forgot to follow safety rules and his weapon went off … Gave the colonel a nasty souvenir. Since then, she’s been lying in her cabin in a foul mood.”

“I know a little about gunshot wounds,” Cotton told them. “Do you mind if I take a look at her injury?”

“For all I care, you can look at whatever you want,” Jones snickered, “but I’m not so sure what that battle-ax in there will say about it.”
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Accompanied by the two men, Cotton stepped into the house, which consisted of a single gloomily lit room. The only source of light was an oil lamp hanging from the ceiling. The walls were made of unfinished wood and the floor was nothing but rough boards. The furnishings were very spartan. There was a dresser topped by a gas stove, a water jug, a basin, and a small stack of towels. A table with two chairs stood in the middle of the room, and at the far end there was a cot. A woman in her mid-thirties was lying on it. She seemed to be tall and had impressively muscular arms. Her long black hair framed an expressionless face with high cheekbones and pretty eyes. She was covered by a sheet up to her neck.

It looked as if her eyes were closed, but Cotton could tell that she was peering at him surreptitiously. Then he saw the Luger P08 in her hand pointing at him.

“Dammit, who in the hell are you?” She sat up with some effort, supporting her upper body on her elbow.

“Someone who’s disappointed because he’s not been allowed to join the Brotherhood of Patriots,” he told her. “Actually, I’m not supposed to be here anymore — your junior officer ordered me to be taken away.”

“Schwartz?” she asked him.

“Yeah, that’s who it was,” Cotton confirmed.

“What did you bring him in here for, then?” she shouted at the two men. “Get the hell outta here and take him with you!”

“He told us that he could help you, Colonel,” Jones said in his own defense. “He said he knows about gunshot wounds.”

“Are you a nurse or something?” she growled at Cotton.

“No,” he answered her, “but I do know something about gunshot wounds, and that’s why I’d like to take a look at yours … if you don’t mind. It sounded like you need some help.”

Instead of answering him, she let herself drop back onto the cot with a moan and closed her eyes.

“Okay,” she groaned, “show me what you got in you as a medicine man.”

Cotton went over to the dresser and poured some water into the bowl. He thoroughly washed his hands and then dried them with a fresh towel. The two escorts stayed in the background and watched. Cotton knew now that his next moves would be crucial for this new opportunity to get into the Brotherhood after all. He had to convince this tough woman that he would be an asset to the organization.

“And what about Major Schwartz’s order concerning me?” he asked as he stepped to her side.

“Schwartz is an idiot sometimes,” she moaned as a new wave of pain hit her.

“That idiot’s in command as long as you’re out of commission.”

Her face showed a hint of a smile. “Yes, but he’s a loyal idiot and very dependable. What’s your name, mister?”

“Jeremiah Cotton,” he introduced himself. “And you?”

“Just call me Colonel. Everyone around here does.”

Cotton nodded and pulled the sheet back. She was wearing camouflage pants and a dark green T-shirt. He pulled her shirt up until her hip and stomach were exposed. Her skin was moist with sweat, and her body was slightly trembling. Carefully, he touched the skin around the wound; the surrounding reddened tissue was hot and swollen. “Why didn’t you go to a real doctor with this?”

“I’m not gonna run to some snake-oil-peddling quack just because of this scratch.” Her eyes drifted about; she seemed lost, as if she didn’t recognize her surroundings. “Do I look like a wimp to you?”

Pointing to her side, Cotton asked rhetorically, “Do you know what that is?” Even a layman could tell that her wound was a grazing shot that would have had very serious consequences had the bullet struck her even an inch further to the right.

“A memento from an afternoon that would be better forgotten,” she almost whispered. “Why?”

“Do you want the hard facts? You’ve got one foot in the grave.”

“Bullshit! That’s a harmless scratch that’ll heal in a week or two.” She had to muster all her strength to keep her voice from trembling.

“You’d be right — if you had been walking around naked at the time the bullet grazed you.”

“What in the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“The projectile carried contaminants with it as it ripped through your flesh; in your case, bits and pieces of fabric from the clothes you were wearing when it happened. Those fibers caused an infection that hasn’t been properly treated. Your wound is serious, and you should be in a hospital. I wouldn’t mess around with something like this if I were you.”

“If the wound is so serious, then our medic would know,” she said, turning to the other two men, who were still standing there watching. “Get the medic in here. I’d like to know what he has to say about the diagnosis of our wanna-be doctor here.”

One of the two men hurried out the door. He returned a few minutes later, accompanied by an older man who followed him inside the cabin with unsteady steps. Cotton didn’t have to be a trained doctor to tell that this man was drunk. And it also obvious that he was the camp’s medic, judging from the doctor’s smock he wore unbuttoned over his camouflage uniform.

“Whaz th’ matter, Colonelll,” he asked her, slurring his words. “Want some more pills fer th’ pain?”

She gestured to Cotton with her chin and said, “This man here says that it’s much more than just a minor wound.”

The medic looked at Cotton contemptuously. “May I know,” he began, pronouncing each word carefully, “what business you have examining my patient?”

“May I ask how you’ve been treating your patient?” he asked in reply.

“I’ve disinfected the wound with iodine and treated the fever with quinine.”

“And what else?”

The medic seemed confused. “I don’t see any reason to tell a stranger my methods of treatment.”

“Have you ever heard of gangrene?” Cotton pushed on. “If it doesn’t get treated properly, it will be fatal.”

“I have no idea who you are or what you’re doing here, but I don’t need your help. And my patient doesn’t need your help, either. So keep your opinions to yourself.”

Cotton waited. He was burning to know what else this man would say to emphasize his incompetency. He tried to remain calm.

“Do whatever the hell you want.” The medic turned and cursed as he went out the door.

“And?” the woman asked Cotton. “What’s your impression of our medic?”

“I wouldn’t ask him for help even if my dick was falling off … beg your pardon.”

She looked at him with curious eyes. “You seem to have a good head on your shoulders. We could use someone in our troop with a bit of brains. Do you have a criminal record?”

“If I did, would that stop me from getting in?”

“That all depends on what it was that you got locked up for.”

“Nothing bad,” he lied, hoping to bolster his bad-boy image. “I broke the arm of my ex-fiancée’s boyfriend and had to do a few months of jail time.”

“In Texas, you would have been given a medal for that,” she smirked, despite her pain.

Before Cotton could respond with something appropriate, the door behind him was thrown open by a powerful kick.

“What the hell are you still doing here?” Schwartz shouted. The medic had gone straight to him to complain about Cotton. “If you’re not out of here by the count of three, I’ll cut your ears off and then go for something that’s even more valuable to you, got it?”

“Then I guess I’ll be forced to stop you,” Cotton answered calmly.

“Knock it off, you two,” the wounded woman moaned. “Major Schwartz, this man is part of our troop as of now.”

Schwartz stared at his commander with a consternated look. “What?”

“His name is Cotton,” she went on, in as determined a voice as she could muster. “Show him his quarters and see to it that he begins his training tomorrow.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Schwartz stood stiffly at attention. He saluted and left without even glancing at Cotton.

“I’m thinking we won’t be good friends,” Cotton sighed.

“Forget it.” She sank back down onto the cot. “He’s going to be very rough with you for the next few days. After that, he’ll love you.”
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The men and women of the camp were housed in separate barracks. Cotton was assigned to a bed in one of the men’s cabins. Lining one wall were six bunk beds and lockers. Stuck to each door was a strip of paper with the owner’s name on it. One locker door didn’t have a nametag. Cotton put the things that Schwartz had issued to him into the empty locker: a camouflage uniform in his size, combat boots, towels, soap, and a shaving kit.

Standing in the middle of the large room was a table surrounded by six chairs. A few decks of cards were lying on the table, along with a few bottles of beer. Later on that evening, Cotton had supper at the same table with some of the other inhabitants of the barracks. It consisted of halfway decent canned food. Except for brief greetings, no one exchanged words with Cotton. The men eyed him suspiciously instead. But within a day, they acquired something like respect for Cotton. Rumor had spread around the camp like wildfire that Cotton hadn’t backed down from Schwartz.

Cotton went to bed rather early. He had been assigned to one of the top bunks. The others sat around the table and played cards. A few men were sitting on their bunks cleaning their weapons.

Later on that night, Cotton was awakened by noises coming from outside. Silently, he swung himself out of bed and risked taking a look out of the window. He saw about sixty men and women marching out of the woods. Most of them wore normal camouflage uniforms. A few were wearing ghillie suits, like those worn by sharpshooters. All of them were armed with assault rifles, which they had shouldered. It seemed to be the unit whose shots he had heard earlier that day echoing out of the forest.

The discipline and marching style of this group seemed much more threatening than the summer camp atmosphere he had experienced during the daytime.

*

Cotton donned his new uniform and combat boots the next morning. He hid his phone in one of his pants pockets. He was sure it would be taken away from him if anyone saw it.

With the toiletries he had been given, he went out to the lake, where a few men and women were already washing themselves. They watched the agent as he approached. He took off his shirt and started to wash himself. Then he shaved and rinsed the rest of the foam off his face. He donned his shirt again after he had dried himself off.

He spent that morning doing various types of drills. Schwartz was still in a foul mood. As a result, he was tough on the men, but especially on Cotton.

After Cotton had lunch, he went to take a look at his patient. Her condition had worsened. She was barely coherent. She has to get to a hospital soon, he thought. Cotton went to Schwartz to inform him about the situation, but his efforts were futile. The major trusted the medic’s diagnosis that the wound would heal by itself. He had other reasons to want to avoid taking the colonel to the hospital as well.

“Listen up, recruit,” Schwartz growled at Cotton. “When someone comes in to be treated for a gunshot wound, the doctors are required by law to notify the authorities. Questions will be asked. That might have negative consequences for the camp, and no one wants that. Got it?”

Cotton nodded and pretended to give in.

The recruits were off duty after lunch. The special agent seemed to be strolling around aimlessly. He was able to move about the camp freely, as no one seemed to be suspicious of him anymore.

Everyone was busy in his or her own way; some hung out in front of their barracks, some played cards, and others just talked. The women mostly swam or sunbathed. Hardly anyone even noticed Cotton. Once in a while, someone would glance at him, but that was all.

Cotton’s interest was focused on the motor pool. As he casually looked over the vehicles — as most men would — he saw that all the jeeps had keys stuck in their ignitions. Cotton lollygagged around here and there, and then he casually left the camp.

He walked along a well-used footpath. It was the same trail that the unit he had seen the previous night had used as they emerged from the woods. It led him straight to an improvised shooting range, which was about twenty yards wide and at least a hundred yards long.

He was standing at the marksman’s side; the targets at the other end were mounted in front of a backstop consisting of a low earthen wall topped by logs. The paper targets lined up in front of the backstop were full of bullet holes.

After he inspected the shooting range, he strolled further into the woods. He pulled out his phone as he went and called Decker.

“Finally,” Philippa said, sounding somewhat irritated as she answered the phone. “I was starting to get worried.”

“I wasn’t able to call last night. I was being watched constantly,” Cotton told her. “How’s everything looking at your end?”

“Mr. High gave me the special order that we discussed, signed by the president. He wasn’t completely convinced about what we’re doing, but he’s behind us nonetheless.

“My visit to Thorpe didn’t result in anything tangible. If we were to take him to trial with what we have at the moment, the judge would laugh us out of the courtroom and Thorpe would walk. I, for one, still have doubts that he has anything to do with this app.”

“What did Thorpe say to the allegations?”

“That they’re nonsense, and are probably lies invented by his competitors. He assured me that his company isn’t working on anything that can manipulate brains.”

“Sure, and Iran assures everyone that no atomic weapons will be built with their nuclear power program. The only concrete result of Thorpe being questioned is that he’s been warned about our investigation. Now he won’t speak another word to us without his crack team of lawyers.”

“What have you got on the Brotherhood?” Decker said, changing the subject. “Do you get the impression that they pose a serious threat?”

“Not at the moment,” he told her. “It doesn’t seem like they could cause any serious problems. But the recruits are being drilled hard and are relatively disciplined, I have to admit. It may be that there is more to all this than meets the eye. But right now it appears to be nothing more than your average private boot camp — barely a hundred people living in a few wooden cabins, with a couple of worn-out military surplus vehicles and a simple shooting range. Nothing spectacular.”

“Do you think it makes any sense for you to keep snooping around there?”

“My common sense says no,” he confessed. “But my gut feeling tells me that I might stumble onto something here that could help us further.”

“Hmm — brains versus guts,” she reflected. “Which side wins?”

“I’m staying,” he decided.

“I was afraid of that,” she sighed.

“Oh, by the way: This camp is commanded by a woman named Megan. Does that ring a bell?”

Decker was silent for a moment. Then she said, “One of Thorpe’s daughters is named Megan. The older one, the one who’s supposedly studying in Europe.”

“Exactly. If she really is one of Thorpe’s daughters, then you know what that means.”

“That we may have found the link between Thorpe and the Brotherhood of Patriots.”

“Unfortunately, I’ve never seen a photo of Megan Thorpe. Could you send me one?”

“Just a second — I’m accessing our databank right now.” There was silence for a half a minute. Then: “There … Is that her?”

A photo of a young woman in her mid-twenties appeared on the display of Cotton’s smartphone. She was wearing a fancy mini-dress and had short blond hair. Despite the changes in her appearance, Cotton recognized her as the same woman who was commanding the camp.

“Bingo,” he said. “Without a doubt. The connection between Thorpe and the Brotherhood is his daughter, Megan Thorpe. This way, her father can keep a low profile within the organization. Well, so much for his claim that he’s renounced the group. He’s merely put a pawn in his place. Clearly, he’s got some good reasons for supporting the Brotherhood. They could be very useful in a country that finds itself without any properly functioning police force or military.”

“So, now we have proof of his involvement with the militia group, but everything else is pure speculation. I still don’t understand how these few men are going to take control of the entire country. It seems ludicrous to me — even with the app. But how should we proceed now? Is there anything you’ve seen that could possibly give them such power?”

“All I can figure out is that there are an estimated fifty to sixty thousand militia members nationwide. Perhaps Thorpe will integrate them into his plans. I’ll go back to the camp and try to gain some brownie points with Thorpe’s attractive daughter. Maybe with a bit of charm and luck, I’ll be able to get you more information about her father’s plans.”

They ended their phone call. Cotton called another number at G-Team headquarters. He discussed the options for his “Plan B” with Zeerookah, just in case his undercover mission failed. They found a viable solution. The only question was what Mr. High and the president would think about it. Without their approval, the plan wouldn’t work. Zeerookah promised to speak to High about it.

After Cotton had hung up, he removed the SIM card from the phone and threw it away. He replaced it with another card that had been barely used; most importantly, no calls had ever been made with it to the FBI or any other governmental authority. Any connection between him and the feds had now been eliminated.

*

Later on that evening, Cotton waited in his barracks until his comrades were fast asleep. It was after midnight when he carefully got out of his bunk, grabbed his uniform and boots, and snuck out the door. Outside, he donned his clothes and then stole his way over to Megan Thorpe’s cabin. The night was dark and no sound could be heard, other than for the splashing of small waves coming ashore. Cotton was now so familiar with the layout of the camp that the darkness posed no problem for him. The only things that worried him were the sentries who patrolled the camp. Although they usually just stood around and talked in low voices, they still presented a risk. Twice he had to scurry into the dark shadows behind a building when a guard passed by.

The fact that the colonel enjoyed the privilege of having a cabin to herself was a definite advantage for Cotton. The door to her cabin was unlocked. He carefully opened it, slipped inside, and moved quietly over to her cot in the darkness.

She heard someone entering the room, but was so sick that she couldn’t even open her eyes. She murmured, barely audibly, “Who’s there?”

“Cotton,” he whispered as he pulled back the sheet. He shoved his arms underneath her upper body and knees.

“What are you doing?” she asked listlessly.

“I’m getting you out of here,” he told her.

He lifted her up. She moaned, but offered no resistance.

“Where are you taking me?” she whispered.

“To Freehold — to a hospital,” he whispered back. “Where you can get proper treatment from someone more competent than that quack you call a medic. Just trust me.”

“I trust no one.” Her voice was weak and her words indistinct. Even speaking cost her a great deal of strength. “Nothing personal … just a way to survive.”

“Survive,” Cotton repeated as he carried her to the door. “You said it. One more day in this camp and you’ll be dead!”

Despite the dangers involved, he went outside with the colonel in his arms. Hiding in the darkest shadows along the way, he got to the camp’s motor pool and went straight over to one of the jeeps. Its key was in the ignition, just as it had been earlier that day. He laid the woman carefully on the rear seat.

Cotton knew when the change of sentries would take place. Now he just had to wait for the break between when the guards went into their barracks and when their replacements showed up. There would be a period of one to two minutes when no one was around and the camp was unguarded. After about fifteen minutes of waiting, the guards disappeared. Now he’d find out whether this window of opportunity would last long enough to allow him to escape.

Cotton sat behind the wheel, ready to roll: The party could begin. The sound of the jeep starting would surely awaken many in the camp. The most important thing was to get as far away as possible before the first shots were fired. Other people in this situation might be concerned, with good reason, but Cotton was not the sort of man who worried about potential outcomes in advance. There’ll be time enough to worry when you’re looking down the barrel of a gun, so he thought.

There was no one about. He turned the engine on but kept the lights off. Determinedly, he put the jeep into gear and stepped on the gas pedal. With engine racing, the jeep lurched forward. There was only one dirt road leading out of the camp and into the forest. He had to reach it before anyone figured out what was going on. The jeep bounced over the uneven patches of ground in the camp. The forest loomed ahead like a dark wall.

A few lights came on inside the buildings behind him. Shouting could be heard. Several armed men emerged. Shots were fired. The first blast from a submachine gun awakened everyone, and the camp became a beehive of action. But the bullets whizzed past the dark jeep, which melted into the inky blackness of the night.

Cotton had to be extremely careful not to fall victim to the same darkness that offered him cover. He could barely see anything ahead of him as he sped through the camp gates and onward, and the dirt road was full of dangers — potholes and steep embankments.

He kept looking back but saw no one pursuing him. He dared to turn the jeep’s headlights on so that he could go faster. After driving about two miles, he finally reached the perimeter of the forest. He took a turn onto the paved highway in the direction of Freehold. The road was dark, and none of the houses that he passed had any lights on. He sent a quick SMS to Decker as he drove, telling her as succinctly as possible where he was going and that the FBI must ensure that no authorities would be called to the hospital in response to the discovery of Megan’s gunshot wound. After he sent the message, he stepped on the gas again.

*

The Freehold hospital was a long, three-story building with a flat roof. Cotton parked in front of the main entryway. A gray-haired doctor was already there, waiting for him. Without saying a word, two nurses came up to the jeep with a gurney. Megan Thorpe was placed on it and rolled into the hospital.

Cotton and the doctor followed the nurses and the gurney into the hospital, lagging slightly behind.

“Special Agent Decker filled me in on the details, Mr. Cotton,” the doctor told him. “I’m supposed to tell you that she can’t join you, unfortunately. She’s stuck elsewhere with some sort of investigation.”

“Are you with the FBI, too?” Cotton asked the doctor.

“In a way,” he answered evasively. “I usually work in another clinic, never mind where. Mr. High had me flown in by helicopter to ensure the necessary care and discretion for our patient.”

Cotton accompanied the doctor to a private hospital room. Two nurses were caring for the patient, who was moaning and whimpering. After one of the nurses gave her a shot, she fell asleep.

“You don’t have to worry; we’ll take care of her,” the doctor assured Cotton.

The two men said goodbye, and Cotton went back out to the parking lot. He walked over to the jeep and called Decker. He told her what had happened in greater detail. Decker asked him a lot of questions, which he patiently answered.  Of course, it was Decker’s opinion that it would be far too dangerous for Cotton to return to the Brotherhood. She thought that his unauthorized rescue of their colonel would not be taken well. But despite her arguments, Cotton was convinced that he should try to go back. In the end, she relented.

“Just don’t take too many risks,” she warned him. “The chances of making a mistake are too great. Your next false move may be your last.”
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Cotton returned to the camp with the jeep. Six men were there to “greet” him, including Schwartz. They stood stoically by the motor pool underneath a lamp mounted on a wooden post. Some were leaning against the vehicles and others held their assault rifles at the ready.

Schwartz said something to his men, and then he walked over to Cotton alone. Cotton parked the jeep in its place and got out.

Schwartz stood before him, blocking his path. His face was a hard mask of anger. “You left the camp without leave, recruit.”

“Without leave?” He grinned broadly. “With all due respect, sir, Colonel Megan was with me. I was just following her orders.”

“Where is the colonel now?”

“I’m not authorized to say — it’s classified information.”

“I’ve never cared much for wiseasses. I think a little lesson in discipline might be necessary to teach you some proper respect.”

Schwartz made a slight gesture with his head to the five men standing nearby. They leaned their weapons against the army surplus truck and came closer. One of them was already clenching his fists in delightful anticipation while the others surrounded Cotton. The first man attacked, but Cotton kicked him in the shin. The man lost his balance and dropped to the ground with a cry of pain, holding his injured leg. Without turning around, Cotton elbowed another attacker, who was coming at him from behind, right in his solar plexus. Gasping for air, the man sunk onto one knee. Cotton made a half spin, evading a punch thrown by a third man; before he could take another swing, Cotton had crashed his own fist into the man’s jaw. He dropped onto the grass near the others. Immediately afterward, Cotton side-kicked the fourth man in the groin, sending him sprawling onto his back with a cry of pain. All this happened in a matter of seconds.

The fifth man stood near Schwartz, who had a weapon pointed at the agent. He didn’t quite know what to do. This eliminated any hope of resolving the situation peacefully.

“That’s enough. One more move and I’ll put a hole in your head. Now tell me where you went with the jeep!”

No answer.

“You got cotton in your ears, boy?” Schwartz shouted.

“I hear you loud and clear, Major.”

“Then answer my question. What’s the deal with the colonel?”

“She’s alive, if that’s what you mean. The doctors think that they can get her infection under control. That’s good news, isn’t it?”

“Doctors?” Schwartz repeated incredulously. “What doctors?”

“The ones at the hospital. The colonel decided that it would be better for her to be treated by some real doctors.”

“What were you thinking?” he bellowed loudly. “She had medical treatment here, as good as in any hospital!”

“My opinion differs on that point. Hospital or graveyard; there was no other choice. I get the impression that you don’t really care about the colonel’s well-being that much, Major.”

“Your unauthorized actions will put the cops on our asses.” Schwartz was enraged. “They’ll start snooping around here, and we can’t handle that sort of crap right now.”

“Why right now in particular?”

“Because we’re about to initiate an important operation.”

“What kind of operation?”

“That’s none of your business … it’s classified.”

“Whatever it is that you’re up to, it doesn’t interest me. I did what was necessary to protect my superior officer,” Cotton told him.

“Well … who’s going to protect you?” Schwartz raised his weapon. “Arrest him!”

The special agent was resigned to his fate. The men he had knocked down had stood up again in the meantime and were now searching his pockets and patting him down. He was especially glad not to have his FBI identification and his duty weapon on him. But they did find and take away his smartphone.

They led him to a tiny wooden hut with a very small window and a door that could be locked from the outside. It was easy to deduce that this represented the camp’s brig.

“This’ll be your home until a decision is made about what to do with you,” the major told him.

“And who’s going to make that decision?” Cotton glanced around his new quarters. The furnishings consisted of a single worn-out mattress on the bare floor and a blanket.

“It depends on the colonel’s condition and when she’ll be released from the hospital,” Schwartz answered. “And what the cops do. The first cop car that shows up, you’re a dead man.”

*

Days went by without anything significant happening in the camp. The worst thing Cotton had to endure was the monotony. At certain times of the day, he was allowed to step outside his cell for half an hour, and he was given two meals a day. Whenever his guard brought in his food, a second man stood by the door, aiming a gun at him.

Over the next few days in his little hut, Cotton eventually grew somewhat accustomed to his new situation. He reluctantly accepted his imprisonment, if only because it allowed him to observe what was going on at the camp. However, he knew that there would be some radical developments if a week passed after his last call to headquarters. The lack of communication between him and the FBI was part of the plan. Communications would be kept to a minimum to reduce the danger of him being caught. But if there were no signal at all from Cotton for about a week, a special FBI unit would storm the camp and search for him.

On the morning of the seventh day, the door of his cell was yanked open. Cotton wasn’t quite awake yet as Colonel Megan entered the room. She was alone and she closed the door behind her again.

“Good morning, Colonel,” Cotton said to her, still a bit groggy. He sat up on the mattress. “Have you already been released from the hospital?”

“As you can see.”

“How are you feeling?” Cotton stood up.

“I can move around again without seeing stars, and the pain is under control. You helped me, and I want to thank you for that. To be honest, just before you kidnapped me, I thought I was going to die.”

“You weren’t wrong,” Cotton said.

“I know, the doc told me so. I suppose you saved my life. So I’m glad that you found your way to our organization.”

“I called my dad yesterday and told him how you helped me. At first, he wasn’t too happy about me going to the hospital, because of the gunshot wound and the possibility of the cops getting involved. But when he learned that I almost died, he calmed down again.” She pulled out Cotton’s smartphone and gave it back to him. “I believe this is yours. Keep it as a sign of thanks and my trust. And there’s something else.”

“What’s that?” He slipped the phone into a pocket.

“In a couple of weeks or months, when all this is over with, maybe you won’t have to see me as merely your superior officer …” She eyed him curiously to see how he would react to her offer.

Cotton played along, knowing what her look meant. He wanted to gain as many advantages as possible from the situation. He placed a hand on her shoulder, smiled, and said, “I guess I’ll have to get used to your rough tone of voice.”

“Oh, I can be really sweet,” she purred. “You’d be surprised.”

She pressed her lips to his.

Steps could be heard approaching the hut. Megan quickly released him and took two steps back.

Schwartz pulled the door open. “Colonel?”

“Yes, Major?” She turned to face him, raising her eyebrows questioningly. “What is it?”

“Your father just called. He wants to see us right away.”

“Who does he mean by us?”

“You, me, and Cotton.”

“Cotton?” she repeated surprised. “Why him?”

“I’ve got no idea. Maybe because he took you to the hospital … I don’t know.” Sullenly, he turned to leave. “I’ll get a jeep ready to roll,” he added as he walked away.

Megan turned her attention back to Cotton. “I’m sure Dad wants to meet my savior to thank him. Go on ahead; I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

As Cotton got to the motor pool, Schwartz was taking a seat in the back of a jeep. Without saying a word, Cotton sat down next to him.

Schwartz told him, “The colonel seems to be feeling good again, but health is a fickle thing. For instance, today you’re as healthy as a horse, but tomorrow you could be dead. You just never know.”
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One of the recruits drove Cotton, Megan, and the major to a parking lot at a rest stop and dropped them off there. The three got into the only car in the lot, a limousine. Megan got behind the steering wheel, Cotton sat in the front passenger seat, and Schwartz glowered in the back.

Megan drove the limo onto the interstate, taking them from New Jersey into Harlem. They drove straight through Queens and out to the Hamptons, the road following the coastline where the ritziest houses stood. Finally, they took a turn onto a long driveway that veered off the coastal highway, leading up to a mansion that was by far the largest around. An eight-foot-high wall surrounded the property, preventing curious passers-by from looking inside. Security cameras further ensured protection from outsiders. Two dark-uniformed guards from a private security firm stood next to the massive steel gate. They were clearly wearing bullet-proof vests underneath their jackets. They watched the approaching car with suspicion.

Megan pulled up to the guards and lowered her window. After she had identified herself, she exchanged a few words with them. One of them walked over to a nearby keypad and entered a code that opened the steel gate.

The limo rolled leisurely through the spacious, park-like grounds towards the mansion, which had been designed in the neo-classical style. The vehicle stopped in front of a set of wide stairs that ended at a broad portal flanked by pillars. They got out of the car and walked up the steps.

An Asian maid opened the front door. In single file, they stepped into the spacious marble foyer, which was decorated with oriental carpets and antiques. They left the pompous entrance hall behind, taking a corridor that led them to an ornately carved door.

Megan opened the door and ushered them into a splendidly furnished and decorated salon. Whoever was responsible for the design of this luxurious room certainly had taste. The majority of the furnishings were American antiques made from Cherry wood that shone with a rich dark-red luster.

Megan went over to her father, who was sitting in an imposing armchair by the fireplace. The man, who looked to be in his mid-sixties, had the sharp facial features of an Italian aristocrat. His light gray hair was combed back. He wore a tweed jacket, a dark-blue shirt, and flannel pants.

Cotton knew that this was Damian Thorpe, the man from the FBI dossier: the founder of Cybertronics. While Megan greeted her father, Cotton kept back and let his eyes roam around the room.

Two large windows allowed a nice view of the back side of the park. In the middle of the property stood a futuristic structure built in Bauhaus style. The cube-like concrete and glass construction was the heart of Cybertronics — the development lab.

The far end of the room was occupied by a huge bookshelf. Two antique wingback chairs stood in front of it with their backs toward. Cotton. A pair of high-heeled pumps was lying on the carpet in front of one chair.

“How are you feeling, my child?” Thorpe asked his daughter as he allowed her to kiss his cheek. “Why did you wait until yesterday to call me — just before your release from the hospital? You should have told me sooner that you had been taken there.”

“You know how much I hate being visited when I’m in the hospital,” she told him. “Besides, I didn’t want to bother you for such a little scratch.”

“You almost died because of that scratch, if I’ve been correctly informed. Why did it take so long for you to get to a hospital?”

“Our camp medic didn’t consider it to be serious; he thought it would heal by itself. He was a bit optimistic in his diagnosis.”

“I hope that you fired that incompetent buffoon.”

Megan didn’t comment on that. Instead, she introduced Cotton to her father. “Dad, this is Jeremiah Cotton. He’s the one who took me to the hospital and most likely saved my life.”

Thorpe stood up and shook Cotton’s hand. “I’m glad to meet you. A few interesting things about you have already reached my ears.”

“Nice to meet you, sir.” For some reason, alarm bells and whistles had started to sound inside Cotton’s head.

“I’m very impressed, Special Agent,” Thorpe went on in a casual manner. “I didn’t expect the FBI to be on to me so soon.”

“I’m not from the FBI,” Cotton responded as calmly and nonchalantly as he could manage.

“Oh, please — don’t insult me by lying to my face.” Thorpe spread his arms in a gesture of regret. “I know very well that you’ve smuggled your way into my little organization as part of an undercover investigation.”

“What do you mean, Dad?” Megan stared in disbelief at her father, and then at Cotton. “Where did you get this nonsense from?”

“We’ve always been mindful of such an eventuality,” Thorpe went on calmly. “It would have been naïve not to expect that the FBI would try to infiltrate us at the slightest hint of a threat. That’s why I kept the Brotherhood so low-key, making sure that the rumors about us were fairly innocuous. It was meant to make us seem too insignificant for any FBI intervention. In retrospect, this was a miscalculation. But I’m afraid that the result of your undercover mission will be a sore disappointment to your superiors, Mr. Cotton.”

Cotton felt a muzzle being pressed against his back. “I was suspicious about him from the get-go!” the major growled. “How many times have I told the colonel not to let anyone in so easily? Now we’ve got ourselves in a real mess.”

“Dad …” Megan began to defend herself.

“Unfortunately, I have to agree with the major,” Thorpe interrupted his daughter. He sighed as he turned back to Cotton. “It’s a shame that both my daughters allowed themselves to fall for you, although only one of them lost her wits.”

Cotton frowned, bewildered. “Daughters? I’ve only met Megan.”

“What about me, Jeremiah?” he heard a familiar voice say behind him. “Have you really forgotten me so soon? And I thought I had made a lasting impression on you.”

Cotton turned toward the bookcase to see who had just spoken. In one of the wingback chairs, mostly hidden from view, sat a woman. Previously, her shapely legs had been curled underneath her, but now she stretched them out before her like a cat. She gracefully slipped on her shoes and rose to her feet. With a secretive smile on her lips, she turned to face Cotton.

“Veronica?” he uttered, surprised. “What are you doing here?”

She shook her head. “I’m not Veronica, I’m the other one.”

“What other one?”

She stepped closer to the special agent and looked him over provocatively from head to toe. “The other sister … or daughter, whichever you choose. Damian Thorpe is my father, Megan’s my sister, and my real name is Valentina. Veronica is my stage name, if you will. You should have used a pseudonym for your undercover mission, too. Can you imagine the look on my face when Dad told me yesterday that a certain Jeremiah Cotton had saved our dear Megan’s life? So, this is how we meet again. The world is a small place sometimes.”

Now Cotton knew that he could forget trying to deny his identity. He had definitely been found out. This meant the end.

Megan Thorpe had obviously not been aware of what her father and sister had planned. Her expression was still perplexed. “Could someone tell me what this all means?”

“It means that an FBI agent has managed to slip into your camp,” Veronica responded with malice in her voice. “Well done, dear sister. And this is the daughter Dad expects so much from, compared to me.”

“What FBI agent?” Megan asked, still seemingly befuddled, as if her mind were refusing to accept her grave mistake.

“That one!” Valentina gestured to Cotton with her chin. “A few nights ago, I cleaned out his apartment with my gang. We took his laptop, and on it I found a bunch of e-mails addressed to a Special Agent Jeremiah Cotton. I’m curious how you’re going to explain away your incompetence, dear Megan.” Smiling smugly, Valentina turned her attention to the special agent. “In case you’re wondering why I’m so glad about this mishap, Jeremiah, I’m considered the black sheep of the family. In contrast to my sister, I don’t do everything my father wants me to or let myself be a pawn in his plans.”

This statement provoked her father to object. “You’re a beautiful woman, Valentina, and unfortunately a constant source of trouble for me. You’ve always refused to accept my well-intended advice. You prefer to hang out with low-down New York scum instead, constantly looking for new adventures.”

“So what!” she retorted. “What business is that of yours, or my sister’s?”

“You dirty little slut!” Megan could hardly keep her anger under control. “You’re hanging around with small-time crooks and dirty vermin and you’re even proud of it!”

Her sister gave her a forgiving smirk. “I feel sorry for you. You’ve wasted the best years of your life in a hole in the middle of the woods playing soldier. If you aren’t the one with a screw loose, then I don’t know who is!”

“At least I’m not a whore.”

Valentina slapped her sister across the face, and Megan returned the blow straight away. Thorpe was forced to separate the two women.

“I’m sorry that you had to witness this little family squabble,” he told the agent. “It wasn’t entirely my younger daughter’s fault that she got involved with such a bad crowd. A few months ago she fell for a petty criminal.” He looked pointedly at his daughter. Hoping to stir up some self-respect and ambition, he told her, “Without you, this FBI agent would have put an end to my plans. Come, join me and Megan. Together with us, you can take on the world, instead of just breaking into the run-down apartments of a bunch of have-nots.”

“That’s not the type of life I want to live, Dad,” Valentina answered coolly. “I want to have fun, not waste my life marching around like my dear sour sister.”

Enraged, Megan put both hands on her hips and stared at her sister with flames in her eyes.

Valentina ignored Megan’s stare and glided over to Cotton on light feet. All sorts of different thoughts were going through his head with regard to Valentina. Did he really believe that a heart was beating behind her cold façade?

“I’m sorry, Jeremiah,” she purred and batted her eyelashes. “I really did think that you were cute. If I didn’t have a boyfriend already, who knows, maybe we could have had something meaningful.”

“Ha,” her sister exclaimed, “a sewer rat for a boyfriend! How low have you sunk?”

Cotton was still dumbfounded. “You stood me up so you could rob my apartment?”

“Do I hear a hint of disappointment?” She laughed, amused. “All’s fair in love and crime, right?”

“Why my apartment? Was it just a coincidence?”

“No, you were the next on the list.”

“What list?”

“Our gang doesn’t simply break into apartments at random. We go about it systematically, street by street. When there’s nothing else worth stealing, then we move on. Of course, it could have been another apartment on that evening instead of yours. It was just a matter of whose dark windows told us that no one was home.”

“You probably never asked the apartment manager to open my door, either.”

“Correct. I can open that kind of puny lock in no time. I locked it back up after I got inside, in case anyone showed up while I was searching the place. I admit that I’m an adrenalin junkie. Nothing is more exciting than the threat of being caught while doing something forbidden, except maybe actually being caught.”

“Like when I got home.”

She nodded. “I had to react quickly to eliminate any suspicion that I was a burglar.” She lowered her voice so that only Cotton could hear her. “After all, my little striptease number excited both of us. I was caught, yes, but not as a burglar. And you got to see something beautiful for a few seconds. I’ve incorporated this move into my standard procedure now. When things get too risky, I get undressed. When guys see me naked, their minds go blank. They believe every word I say, and they don’t get suspicious in the least.”

As Valentina spoke, she was searching him for any hidden weapons. All she found was his smartphone. It was turned off.

“If you give me the PIN code, I’m sure Schwartz will let you live a bit longer,” she promised him, loud enough for all to hear.

Cotton told her the numbers. Valentina activated the phone and pushed a few buttons. With eyes narrowed, she stared at the black display screen as if she were in a trance.

“What’s on it?” Thorpe asked. “Did our spy call anyone in the past few hours … his friends at the FBI, maybe?”

“No.” Valentina turned the phone back off and put it down. “There’re hardly any calls on it at all. It seems to have barely been used.”

“He probably inserts a new SIM card after every phone call. That’s a popular ploy used by terrorists. You can’t say that our government employees aren’t capable of learning new tricks.”

“Speaking of the FBI,” Schwartz said. “Maybe they followed us here.”

“Impossible. I would’ve noticed that,” Megan insisted.

“What about a tracking device?” Schwartz asked. “He might have one on him, maybe in the heel of his shoe.”

“Absolutely impossible,” Thorpe said. “The sensors by the front door would have detected it as soon as he stepped inside the mansion. That means that no one except us knows Mr. Cotton’s whereabouts.”

Valentina turned to her father. “If they don’t hear from him, then sooner or later the place will be crawling with the FBI and the cops. You were probably the whole focus of his undercover mission, Dad.”

“I’m aware of that, my child,” Thorpe agreed. “And this forces me to accelerate my plan a bit. I’ll upload our improved version of the app into the network today. Although not everyone will be affected, we can still count on several tens of thousands of rampage killings. With a bit of luck, this will be enough to destabilize the federal government. If not, then we’ll at least gain enough time to establish ourselves elsewhere, in some quiet part of the world — somewhere we can perfect the app so that it causes everyone to run amok on the next try.”

“All this is so crazy, Dad,” Megan said. “If you knew beforehand that Cotton was from the FBI, why didn’t you just leave him at the camp? We could’ve killed him there.”

“I thought about doing it that way, too,” he answered her calmly. “But the situation was a bit too ambiguous. Your sister and I wanted to be one hundred percent sure that it was the same Jeremiah Cotton. Otherwise, you would’ve blown out the brains of an innocent man. But, as we have discovered, he’s the right one.”

“So what’s going to happen now?” Cotton asked, even though he didn’t need much imagination to figure that out on his own.

“Now that we definitely know that you’re an FBI agent, I’m sure you understand that we can’t just let you go. That would have some very negative consequences for me and my plans. I’ll arrange your disappearance instead. That should pose no great problem, with all the forests around here.”

“But before I have you eliminated, I’ll allow you to witness the next test phase of our application. You’ll be amazed what this modified version is capable of. Afterward, you can say your prayers. Don’t count on any compassion from me. I have compassion only for my country, which needs a strong hand to protect it and help it guide the world along the right path.”

“What a fool I was, believing that it was God who protects America,” Cotton replied dryly.
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Together with Cotton, Megan, and Schwartz, Thorpe left the mansion; Valentina preferred to stay in the house. The four of them walked through the grounds to the development lab. After passing through a security zone, they walked down a long corridor that ended at an armored door. Thorpe stuck a keycard into a slot, and the heavy door opened.

They were entering the heart of Cybertronics. Dozens of IT experts were working inside this huge room, apparently developing new programs on their interconnected super-computers. Thorpe proudly led his prisoner around the place, showing him the wonders his technicians were creating.

“In the old days, you would have required an army to overthrow the US government, something that only Russia or China could manage,” he told Cotton. “Today, all that’s necessary is a handful of determined people and an ingenious plan. Technology is a fabulous thing, don’t you agree, Mr. Cotton?”

The captive took in everything he saw and heard in stoic silence. This maniac was about to push the country into an orgy of blood, but he pretended that it was of no concern to him.

Thorpe looked at him, amused. “Are you playing the role of a hard man, or are you really like that?”

Cotton shrugged his shoulders and said nothing.

“At any rate,” Thorpe went on, “we’re about to start the next phase of my plan: plunging the American public into panic and hysteria, which will allow the Brotherhood of Patriots and our partners to gain control of key government functions. It may be that you and your government see us as terrorists, but we consider ourselves the pioneers of a new golden age.”

Just then, an explosion tore into the building’s relative calm. Screams followed. The din grew louder as more hysterical voices joined in. The technicians at the back of the cavernous room became restless. They stood up from their workstations to see what had happened by the entrance.

Schwartz shouted, “Quick, we gotta get outta here!”

“What’s going on?” Thorpe asked, confused.

“Don’t you see? We’re being attacked.”

“A SWAT team,” Megan said, pointing to the security monitors, which showed armed men in bullet-proof vests, helmets, gas masks, and other combat gear storming onto the grounds. Most of the employees surrendered right away.

Fist-sized metallic objects came crashing through the windows that lined one side of the enormous room. Before anyone knew what was happening, the cylinders popped open and clouds of smoke streamed out.

A loud voice coming from a megaphone ordered everyone to drop their weapons and surrender. The room filled with a white haze. Schwartz started to fire blindly into the smoke. There had been chaos even before shots were fired; now it increased as other shots and screams filled the room.

“The FBI must have known where Cotton was and that he was in danger,” Thorpe shouted.

“He didn’t have a bug on him,” Megan cried out. “Valentina searched him thoroughly.”

“Then he must have used something else to contact the FBI!”

“To keep your brains from overheating, I’ll tell you — that was no everyday smartphone that I had with me. I was issued a modified version. When it’s turned on, you have to enter a second numerical code within ten seconds; otherwise, it sets off an alarm for the FBI. Of course, it also has a GPS transmitter.”

Thorpe cursed loudly and tried to get away. Cotton grabbed hold of his arm and shouted above the sporadic gunshots and screams, “Give up, Thorpe — your crazy plan has failed.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Thorpe said with satisfaction in his voice. “This is a great opportunity to rewrite history in blood. Major Schwartz, would you please kill the agent.”

Schwartz grabbed Cotton by his arm and pointed his pistol at his head.

Cotton didn’t even blink an eye. Instead, he said, “I’m sorry that recent events have complicated your life a bit, Major.”

Schwartz narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that you’re forcing me to kick your ass. If you’re a real man, then quit hiding behind your weapon and settle this with me once and for all to prove it.”

Schwartz clenched his fist and flexed his biceps. His anger and hate for the special agent made him see red. He threw his pistol to one side and attacked Cotton with a yell.

Cotton couldn’t match Schwartz’s size and raw strength, but he was quicker, and his blows were placed with far greater precision. As the major threw deadly punches at thin air, Cotton smashed his foot against Schwartz’s knee from the side. With a shout of pain, Schwartz’s leg gave way and he collapsed onto the floor.

Megan had never imagined that Cotton would have an ice cube’s chance in hell against Schwartz, and she was watching the two men fight unconcernedly. When it became evident that the major had lost, she cried out and attacked Cotton from behind, pulling out the long knife she always carried while in uniform.

Thorpe took advantage of the confusion to make his way to the other end of the room. But he found that he had no possible way out, except for a small office with a door made of bullet-proof glass. There was a small keypad beside the entrance. With fingers flying, he tapped in a code and the door opened.

Cotton, in the meantime, had his hands full trying to ward off Megan’s attack. Her knife barely missed him as he side-stepped her blade. Her momentum carried her past Cotton and she stumbled. Cotton grabbed her arm and spun her around. Schwartz got back on his feet behind Cotton. Having learned his lesson the hard way, he gave up on the fistfight and instead picked his gun up off the floor. He aimed it at Cotton, who swung Megan in his direction. Cotton released her and let the force of gravity do the rest.

Megan smashed hard against Schwartz. She fell to the floor so hard that she was knocked out. Schwartz stumbled around for a couple of seconds trying to regain his balance, but his legs gave way and he dropped to the floor as well. He felt Cotton’s knee pressing between his shoulder blades with all his weight, pinning him to the floor. Cotton twisted Schwartz’s right arm around and took away the pistol.

“Give up, or else I’ll dislocate your shoulder,” he threatened.

The major struggled a moment longer, but when the pain grew too great, he surrendered.

Decker’s voice emerged from the haze. “Has anyone seen Agent Cotton?”

“I’m over here!” he called out.

Coughing and with tears in her eyes, she stepped out of the smoke and stopped before him. “Are you hurt?”

“Physically, no; emotionally, yes. Women can be very cruel.”

“Other than that, is everything else all right?”

“I guess so. But Thorpe is still on the loose. I assume that the building is surrounded. He can’t have gotten far.”

Decker took out a set of handcuffs and cuffed Schwartz. “You sure had me worried. I thought you were dead.”

“It’s nice to know that you’re happy to see me alive.”

“I’m especially happy not to be forced to buy something black to wear to your funeral. I hate to buy stuff I’ll rarely use. Hey, where’re you going?”

“To find Thorpe,” he answered. “I can handle him alone. You take care of these two.” Then Cotton ran off.

By the time Megan woke up, Decker had already cuffed her.

In the meantime, Cotton had entered the little office, where he found Thorpe sitting by a computer terminal. He turned toward Cotton casually and put his hands behind his neck.

“You’re too late, Agent Cotton,” he said. “You see, I’m always prepared.”

“What have you done?” Cotton looked at the screen, where a stream of data was just about to finish uploading.

“Nothing special,” Thorpe said dryly. “I only uploaded the data for the improved version of my app into the cell-phone network. In just a few moments, the first killings should start. No one can stop it now. It’ll bring the United States to the brink of collapse or even beyond. Accept the inevitable, Special Agent Cotton. It’s over.”

Cotton grabbed him by the shoulder, pulled him out of the chair, and said with gritted teeth, “Wrong — it’s not over!”

Thorpe laughed. “You don’t seem to understand what I’ve just done and the damage that will result.”

“I’m very well aware of the potential damage this could have caused.”

“Potential?” Thorpe’s face went blank. Something was wrong here. He could tell from the look in Cotton’s eyes. “Would you mind telling me what’s going on?”

“It’s just that I hate to leave things to chance,” Cotton told him. Decker entered the room behind him. “Your new killer app wasn’t loaded onto the cell-phone network and won’t appear on a single phone.”

“Our experts made sure of that,” Decker said while she snapped handcuffs onto Thorpe’s wrists.

“What … what do you mean?” he cried out in confusion.

“I mean that the cell-phone networks across the entire country have been turned off,” Cotton explained. “It’s never been done before, but thanks to a presidential order based on FBI information, we managed it. All telephone companies were forced to discontinue service as soon as my phone’s alarm went off.”

“That’s not true — you’re lying!” Thorpe staggered backwards as if he had been hit by a giant fist.

“It’s the truth,” Cotton said, signaling to two SWAT team members. “As soon as our experts have removed your app from the servers, the network will be re-activated again.”

The SWAT officers entered the room, grabbed Thorpe, and dragged him out. Thorpe, the major, and Megan were taken into custody by the FBI.

“Your plan was a success, Jeremiah,” Decker said. “Congratulations, even though it was very risky. What if no one had turned the phone on to set off the alarm?”

“That was a very real possibility,” he confirmed. “It would’ve left me with two options: Either I would set off the alarm myself, or I would make sure that the phone was taken away from me. They would almost certainly turn it on to check for any useful information concerning my mission. And it worked, as you can see.”

The two agents left the office. They made their way through the empty lab, where the haze had almost dissipated. Decker received a message via her earpiece from the head of the SWAT team. She told Cotton about it.

“The premises and the buildings are clear now. Only Valentina Thorpe is still missing.”

Valentina had never been a great help to her family. When she saw the helicopters landing and the FBI vehicles on the grounds approaching the buildings, she thought it would be a good idea to make her exit. Quickly and stealthily, she had snuck out of the mansion.

Cotton and Decker exited the lab building and stepped out into the open. The daylight was dim and diffuse due to the cloud cover.

“What’s happened with the training camp in New Jersey?” Cotton wanted to know.

“We’ve already been there,” Decker answered. “It looks like we won’t be able to charge the men and women there with any crimes, except maybe minor infractions. I don’t think they knew about the killer app. They’ll all be sent home. The way things look, the Brotherhood of Patriots will be disbanded because of Thorpe’s plans to use it in his insurrection.”

“Then the case seems to be closed,” Cotton said.

“Yes, thanks to your gut feeling. How does it feel to be a hero, Special Agent? After all, you’ve practically saved America single-handed.”

Cotton shrugged his shoulders. “No, I don’t think so. There are lots of other people who had important parts in this — Zeerookah, for instance. He devised the plan to prevent the app from being uploaded onto the network. And the whole thing would have been futile without Mr. High’s support. He was the one who had to convince the president that it was necessary, and who had to ensure that the phone companies went along with the scheme. But none of that would have saved my life if it hadn’t been for the SWAT team storming the lab when they did. So, as you see, there were a lot of people involved in eliminating the threat to the country. But the question remains: What will happen with the killer app code?”

“Mr. High will discuss that with the president and his advisors,” Decker said. “I think that the code and everything connected with it will be destroyed. The dangers it poses are just too great.”

“I agree,” Cotton said, even though he had doubts. “But Zeerookah’s words are still ringing in my ears — that app could be used militarily. And don’t forget that there are other nutcases out there burning with the desire for power, especially in high places.”

“I’m aware of that. But that doesn’t concern us yet, and it shouldn’t put a damper on our victory and our celebration.”

“Hmm — you’re right. At Vin et Fleurs?”

“Why not? Tonight at eight? I hope I won’t find out too many details about you that I’d rather not know. Like your relationship with Thorpe’s two daughters.”

Cotton agreed. “Okay. But there’s just one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Leave your duty weapon at home this time.”
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His name was Jeez-Rule. He had begun stealing clothes as a teenager and later worked his way up to cars. Finally, he ended up as a pimp. He had four hookers on the make between 48th and 50th Street. The women earned him more money in a week than the clothes and cars had in several months.

One evening, he had met Valentina Thorpe in a bar. This woman was different from all the sluts he had ever known. For one thing, she wasn’t completely empty in the head. And she had guts. She had put him out of action with a taser once when he was trying to get some. Any other bimbo would have run away afterwards. This one, though, she waited until he had recovered from the shock and then continued their conversation like nothing had happened. Later, she allowed him to have her.

The woman was totally nuts. She was constantly on the lookout for new excitement. Maybe she was possessed somehow. Jeez-Rule couldn’t think of anything else to explain her need for the weird. And how else could she have talked him into giving up his lucrative prostitution business?

He had dropped his whores and drummed up a few homies to form a gang. Together, they had holed up in a dilapidated building between Broadway and Bushwick Avenue. The heart of their squat was a big room with a ceiling twelve feet high. On one bare brick wall, there was a steel staircase up to the gallery above, which led past a row of doors. The rooms behind the doors were the gang members’ private quarters. The one that Veronica shared with Jeez-Rule had a view of Madison Street. When he was a pimp, he had lived better than this.

The huge room below was mostly taken up by the loot from the many apartments they had burglarized. Barefoot, Jeez-Rule stood on the uneven linoleum floor and looked at the plunder. It was already stacked pretty high. To him, it looked like worthless junk that he wouldn’t be able to sell to anyone. He had had more than enough of this crap, but the crazy chick sent them out every night to commit new burglaries.

The wench had developed a crafty technique, he had to admit: The members of the gang would be spread out on the street to keep watch until she gave them a signal by cell phone that the coast was clear.

Cursing under his breath, Jeez-Rule stared at the useless stolen goods. He was determined to finally tell Veronica to stick it up her fine ass — that he had had enough. But he wouldn’t be able to count on his buddies for support; everyone was passed out in their rooms, all doped up. That’s the problem when you’re forced to work with a bunch of junkies.

The loft’s front door swung open with a creak and Veronica came in, hips swaying. She took off her coat and hung it in the closet. To reach the hook, she had to stretch up on her toes, allowing her skirt to slide up. Enjoying the view, Jeez-Rule calmed down a bit.

“Where in the hell were you yesterday?” he grunted. “Looks like you had an awesome time somewhere.”

“Oh, yeah — I feel refreshed and happier than ever,” she exulted.

“You on drugs?”

“Better,” she said cheerfully. “FBI.”

“Huh?” He scratched the back of his head. “You’re a nut job. Where were you?”

“In the Hamptons. I was at home and …”

“Open the door — this is the police!” A man’s voice came booming through the door.

The door was smashed open and Cotton ran in, followed by a swarm of NYPD police officers. The noise woke the other gang members, who came out of their rooms, confused and still dazed. They looked on wide-eyed as over a dozen policemen searched the place and placed them under arrest. It took them a moment or two to realize that the game was up. Together with their boss, they were led out in handcuffs.

Cotton let the cops do their job with the gang members, instead running up the steel stairs in search of Veronica. She had taken advantage of the first few seconds of confusion to fly up the steps.

When Cotton finally found the room she had gone into, he saw her stepping out of the window onto a fire escape. When she looked down, she realized that this way wouldn’t lead her to freedom — a patrol car was parked down below. Two police officers stood casually by the vehicle. With their thumbs in their belts, they looked up to see what the woman would do next.

Cotton went to the window and waited there for a few moments. He wanted to give her time to see for herself that there was no escape.

“I’m afraid not even a striptease will get you out of this one,” he finally said to her. “I hope you had fun playing burglar while it lasted. You know, Veronica, sooner or later every game ends, and it looks like you’ve lost this round.”

Almost in a daze, she stumbled back to the window and allowed Cotton to help her back inside.

“What about my father and Megan?” She stared at Cotton with empty eyes.

“They’re both in jail. Don’t worry, you’ll see your sister soon. But I’m afraid it won’t be a happy family reunion.”

Valentina smiled bitterly as a police officer snapped handcuffs on her wrists. Cotton escorted them to the door, where he ran into Joe Brandenburg from the NYPD.

“And?” he simply said in his usual rough tone of voice. “How was the party, Cotton?”

“Great! But I’d love to know how you found out so fast where the gang’s hideout was.”

“The burglary unit’s had them in their sights for some time.”

“And why didn’t they arrest them much sooner?”

“You know, it’s like this, Cotton: Everyone has their hands full with the big boys on the streets. The small-time crooks that steal grandma’s dentures have to wait their turn. There are more important cases in the Big Apple than these small fries. Besides, the squad’s never been able to catch them red-handed. But when they found out where the gang was living, they could finally jump into action.”

Cotton shook his head. “Mrs. Moskovitz was right about the police and the burglaries.”

“Who’s Mrs. Moskovitz?” Brandenburg asked, irritated. “Is she one of the gang members?”

“No, never mind,” Cotton said with a shrug. “As usual, thanks for your help with this insignificant case.”

“Don’t mention it.” Brandenburg patted him on the shoulder. “I owed you one from the shooting at Columbia. You did a great job there — except for the tiny detail of letting the jerk live.”

“What can I say?” Cotton responded with a slightly crooked grin. “Even heroes aren’t perfect. By the way, what are you doing here? Did you get transferred to the burglary unit?”

“No, just showed up to help a wanna-be hero!”

Cotton slapped him on the back with a laugh as they walked out.

END


Next on Cotton FBI

Let’s play “Counterstrike”.

Park Dae-Young, a star gamer from South Korea, arrives in New York to participate in an e-sports competition with a prize worth $600,000. A few hours after his arrival, he is found dead, despite the presence of his bodyguards.

Cotton and Decker from the G-Team take over the case. There are certain indications that team members who came to the tournament with Park may be involved in his death. The G-Team suspects that they were motivated by jealousy, and that Park’s gang had been participating in tournaments outside the regular “Counterstrike” gaming schedule in which huge sums of money were involved.

It seems evident that not only Park himself but also his teammates and managers were involved in a betting scam. These things can function well, but only as long as everyone cooperates.

Cotton FBI — Episode 09 — Deadly Games
by Alfred Bekker

COTTON RELOADED is the remake of the successful cult series and appears monthly with a self-contained story in each e-book episode.
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