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Note from the Author
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should not be construed as the official position of, nor 
imply endorsement by, the DOD, the US Government, 
or NATO.
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Autumn, 2002

Her penultimate mistake—delivering stolen goods to an 
unknown buyer where no prying eyes could see.

It was still dark this time of the morning in late fall, and 
Louella shivered alone in her car parked at Dutch’s Daughter 
Restaurant just off Highway 15 in Frederick, Maryland.

No other cars stood visible in the lot. Off to her right, 
the Victorian-style restaurant looked dark and spectral, 
almost like a funeral home on a Halloween evening. She 
loved their food and sitting within when it was cheerily lit 
and fully occupied with bustling waiters and chatting din-
ers. But now closed, silent, alone, and dark, the exterior 
reminded her of too many haunted mansions in too many 
old horror movies.

A thin line of trees ringed the parking lot, and she 
could see only distant lights of the buildings beyond but 
no living souls. The thick trees refused to yield to the 
stiff breeze that she noted whipped branches of the short 
shrubs beneath. The trees stood firm, like the stone mon-
oliths ringing Stonehenge in Salisbury Plain, the ancient 
Druidic site for human sacrifice millennia ago.

Louella waited and waited with growing impatience.
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or USAMRIID, items she didn’t want anyone to know 
she offered for sale on eBay.

Thank heavens they let you use anonymous handles 
online so she could mask her real identity. In her case 
she used WeirdScienceBabe to get attention, though she 
knew she looked nothing like Kelly LeBrock in the teen 
romp of the flick Weird Science. They could hardly look 
more opposite. Louella proved much older, shorter, and 
fatter than the screen image she wished she had.

Louella shivered again. Lots more to sell on eBay. But 
never again like this. Never before darting to work in the 
morning. Next time she’d choose a crowded place in the 
middle of the day. She didn’t even know what the buyer 
looked like, only that he would meet her at six a.m. and 
would arrive in a white Lincoln Continental.

Speak of the devil.
The car she expected slowly eased into the lot and 

sidled up next to hers.
She kept her door locked but used the power button to 

lower her window three or four inches.
He lowered his window on the side facing her, all the 

way down. “Are you WeirdScienceBabe?”
“Yes, and I have your books in my trunk. They weigh 

a ton, and I hurt my back. Would you mind transferring 
them by yourself?” She had no intention of getting out of 
her car in a dark parking lot with a complete stranger.

“No problem.”
She popped the trunk but remained inside the car with all 

four doors locked and watched him exit his driver’s side. His 
appearance, made all the more eerie by the dim car lights and 

She felt like a fool for agreeing to meet the buyer in 
person to hand over the goods he had won in her eBay 
auction. True, this saved a fortune on shipping costs, not 
to mention her time and effort in bundling up the huge 
crate of books and hauling it to the post office. And, yes, 
the buyer had said he would meet any time of day and any 
place she specified, since they lived in the same region. 
Her choice.

But sitting alone in her car in the dark and empty park-
ing lot, she regretted her decision. Dollar signs had blinded 
her. She needed money badly, and the auction winner 
had raised the bid to about double of what she originally 
expected, so she jumped at the opportunity. He even paid 
her immediately via PayPal, so she owed him the books. 
If she didn’t deliver promptly after getting paid, the buyer 
might give her a negative feedback, and the last thing she 
needed was a red mark on her rating, which could sup-
press bids for her future auctions. She really needed that 
money, and meeting him before going to work today was 
her only option. That was her only free time over the next 
three days, thanks to her spousal obligations.

Her husband had been out of work for months, 
the victim of a construction site accident in Bethesda, 
Maryland, where he fell off the roof of the Armed Forces 
Radiobiology Research Institute. Workman’s comp only 
covered so much, and her job at Fort Detrick didn’t pay 
enough to cover all their expenses, so she had been sell-
ing off unnecessary items on eBay to help pay the bills—
including a few items she had slipped out of the U.S. 
Army Medical Research Institute for Infectious Diseases, 
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He twirled out the knife, jumped to a crouch, and 
caught her as she fell then slipped the body into his auto’s 
trunk and closed the lid.

Across town the next morning, sitting in his basement 
at five a.m. staring at the computer screen, Brad Stout 
couldn’t believe his eyes. If he had the slightest inkling 
of what today’s online auctions would lead to in the next 
few days, all the dangers he and his friends and family 
would face, he would forsake eBay now and forever, throw 
his computer into the ditch, and run screaming from the 
room, never to return.

That is, if he had but known the result and was a nor-
mal person.

But not too many people who knew him considered 
Brad to be normal, at least not in the sense of being 
ordinary or typical. It’s not as if he seemed abnormal in 
a tainted sense, but he clearly got poured, like steaming 
liquid gold, into a unique mold that never got used again. 
He marched to his own private rhythm and let no one 
dissuade him from what he aimed to accomplish. He 
could not rest until he completed whatever goals he set 
for himself.

Brad always considered the poem by Robert Frost 
“Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” as his motto—
the theme for his life. He loved the final verses best:

The woods are lovely, dark and deep.
But I have promises to keep,

shadows, made her breath come shallow and rapid. Now she 
knew why he chose the creepy eBay handle he did. Louella 
shivered again, and her heart raced. Unlike her choice, his 
sinister handle described precisely how he looked.

No more exchanges in the dark. Never again. No matter 
how much I need the money. This isn’t worth it.

The man opened his trunk.
Louella felt the rear of her car lift an inch as the heavy 

crate came out of the trunk. She heard grunts as the man 
struggled then a huge clumph as he dropped the load in 
his own trunk.

“Ahhhrrg! My back!” the man yelled, falling to the 
pavement behind his car. “Help!”

Louella, heart pounding, looked left and right.
What to do? What to do?
She stayed in the locked car. “Are you okay? Do you 

want me to call an ambulance on my cell?”
“Yess! But I can’t breathe! I think I broke something! 

Please help loosen my collar so I can breathe!”
She took a deep breath, opened the door, and rushed 

to his side. Her final mistake.
He writhed on the ground like a snake with a tail run 

over by a car.
“What can I do?” her voice fluttered.
The creature suddenly straightened and plunged 

toward her like a rattlesnake, striking. He pressed the 
button on his stiletto switchblade, and for an instant the 
metallic fang flickered in the moonlight before sinking 
deep into her heart.

“You can die!”
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He couldn’t believe such an item even existed, much 
less ended up on eBay for sale. Could it be real—or just a 
hoax? And why did Cujo-Man want it?

He took a deep breath, put down his scalding green 
tea, and scrolled down the listing description. Certainly 
looked authentic. Picture and everything. Vivid depic-
tion. Even a compelling excerpt that brought out goose 
bumps. It made Brad feel like he was in the center of the 
action, experiencing everything the author did. He had to 
get more.

Stout ignored his ginger-colored tabby cat TomTom, 
who kept mewling and rubbing back and forth through 
Brad’s legs as he sat at his computer desk in the basement. 
He had already given the feline plenty of attention, and he 
had to leave for the office soon. Only scant minutes left. 
He turned to the seller’s other items. Everything appeared 
consistent. Nothing but old World War II items.

Quickly scanning the descriptions of the first two, 
Brad noted a similar background story each time. Sue’s_
Husband claimed his father, a World War II vet, had just 
died. Settling his father’s estate, the seller had come across 
Dad’s old collection of war memorabilia from his service 
in Germany and now offered everything for sale on eBay.

Brad clicked on the seller’s already closed auctions. He 
had recently sold thirty-five more war items, things such 
as an M-2 Paratrooper helmet, U.S. Vollrath 1943 can-
teen with cup and canvas cover, M-1 bayonet with sheath, 
U.S. Army Medical Department vehicle first aid kit, 
even a Hitler Youth dagger with sheath and belt, along 
with books the father had liberated during his service in 

And miles to go before I sleep,
And miles to go before I sleep.

Not that Brad lived as a poet, someone who dealt only in 
words. As a highly trained and decorated military officer, 
he definitely proved a man of action. By his current age 
of only thirty-five, he had traversed the world twice on 
speaking tours, two times seeing the Northern Lights 
sparkling and dancing over the midnight north pole from 
forty thousand feet up. He advised base commanders of 
all services and allied nationalities worldwide on radiation 
safety, saved a fellow soldier’s life in an aviation accident, 
and helped the Jordanian government prevent a radio-
logical attack on the U.S. Embassy in Amman. He still 
had the official thank-you letter, signed by King Abdullah 
II himself.

But this morning at five a.m., eyes still struggling to 
wake up and sitting in his basement rec room surrounded 
by a sofa, chairs, entertainment complex, and shelf after 
shelf of books and military mementoes—Brad had no 
idea what those auctions in front of his eyes would lead 
to, so he followed that winding trail along the high road 
to its natural and unnatural conclusions.

He read on into the dark archives of eBay’s most mys-
terious auctions.

As a nuclear weapons expert, a radiobiologist, and field 
grade officer in the U.S. Army, he had been given the mili-
tary assignment to track Cujo-Man’s bizarre and imminently 
dangerous eBay purchases and sales for days now, but this 
item put the hot sauce on the taco. Atomic hot sauce.
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could acquire this before anyone with really deep pockets 
noticed it.

But why did Cujo-Man want this? He usually bought 
and sold only radiation-related items. Nothing in the 
description of this auction suggested that—or did it? 
1945 in Germany. The time and place matched. Back in 
the United States, the famed Manhattan project com-
peted with the Nazi effort led by the physicist Werner 
Heisenberg at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute to come 
up with the atomic bomb first. Could this diary possi-
bly relate to that? Nothing in the item description made 
that clear, but perhaps Cujo-Man had e-mailed the seller 
directly and gotten additional information on the side.

And did Cujo-Man have deep pockets? How high 
would he bid? Would he try to snipe Brad in the final 
seconds of the auction like before?

Brad glanced at his watch. Almost 05:15. Almost 
time to leave his cozy home in the suburbs of Frederick, 
Maryland, to struggle with some of the most insane traf-
fic in the nation to commute down Highway 270 into the 
Washington, DC, beltway. To get to work at the Armed 
Forces Radiobiology Research Institute—AFRRI—in 
Bethesda, Maryland.

He couldn’t wait to report at staff meeting this morn-
ing what he discovered about Cujo-Man’s recent radio-
logical activities on eBay. Not the diary, of course. He 
wanted that for himself. But definitely the other items, 
which he now hurriedly printed off as he finished, don-
ning his Army Class B uniform for work. These other 
auctions suggested the buyer sought on eBay everything 

Germany, with such titles as Mein Kampf, and books in 
German filled with wondrous pictures of architectural 
marvels such as castles and enormous estates, not to men-
tion nature scenes of mountains, chasms, streams, and 
valleys. Even old Nazi stamps and postcards with stamps 
bearing Adolf ’s likeness.

Sue’s_Husband’s father had amassed quite a collection 
during a highly unusual tour in Germany, but all these 
items previously sold looked pretty common and rou-
tine. Brad had seen hundreds of auctions like these in his 
past years with eBay. But the item from this seller that 
he first saw, the one Cujo-Man clearly wanted, stood out 
like a bowling ball in a room full of ping pong balls. He 
returned to it.

Very few bids so far, and still a reasonable price, but five 
days left to go before the auction ended. Plenty of time to 
think about this before deciding on his maximum bid, so 
he put the item on his watch list. He just had to have it, 
but Victoria resented him spending his bonus money on 
eBay crap, as she put it. Maybe Brad would have to sell off 
a few hundred dollars worth of silver dollars and the Gil 
Hibben fantasy knives previously purchased from eBay to 
afford this unique and unprecedented item.

He would sell anything previously collected in order 
to afford this diary. Unless a hoax, it appeared to have 
enormous historical value, and he could imagine museum 
buyers, top media figures, or possibly even Feds compet-
ing to get their hands on this…if they knew about it. But 
out of all the millions of items on eBay, with luck, Brad 
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Arriving at AFRRI, Brad hoped the day would sail 
smoothly so he could rush back home to that eBay auc-
tion for the unprecedented World War II diary.

Darting through the double doors and radiation 
detector at the AFRRI entrance, Brad waved at the armed 
guards at the front desk. They halfheartedly waved back. 
It was near the end of their shift. They had been up all 
night and likely felt desperate to get home to their beds.

Brad trod to the secure door, entered his pass code, 
swiped his biometric ID card through the reader, and 
AFRRI’s inner sanctum opened to him. It couldn’t have 
been cooler if he were Aladdin saying “open sesame” to the 
cave door. He re-hung his ID on his Class B shirt pocket 
right next to his personal dosimeter, which would provide 
an accurate estimate of the radiation dose he received in 
any possible rad accident.

He weaved his way through the labyrinthine corridors 
to his office. AFRRI had three primary nuclear sources, 
and the corridors were designed to block the spread of 
radiation if any of them had a meltdown or received a ter-
rorist attack. Brad recalled the irony of the Titanic’s build-
ers—so sure they constructed her perfectly safe that they 
didn’t even have enough lifeboats for everyone on board. 

he needed to make a dirty bomb, and the commander 
would want to know all about that.

As he darted to his grey Chevy Camaro, he kept pon-
dering the fascinating title of the auction he just had to 
win. He couldn’t wait to read it. Diary of an American 
Officer in Himmler’s SS.

The one brief excerpt in the description sent shivers 
up his spine. He had never read anything like that before.
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Institute, has been admitted to the dark-
ened interior of the TRIGA Mark F Nuclear 
Reactor Room, therein being exposed to 
Neurotic Neutrons, Galloping Gamma Rays, 
and Scrutinous Reactor Operators, been given 
a glimpse of the Reactor Tank, and been bathed 
in the Blue Light from the Reactor Core; shall, 
from this day henceforth and forever, be known 
as an honorable member of the Order of the 
Nervous Neutron.

All in good humor, of course, though Brad had noted that 
most visitors did seem to enjoy the experience and treas-
ure their official certificates.

The second radiation emitter was the cobalt irradia-
tion facility. Not as cool to look at but far more danger-
ous. Here, they actually raised the core out of the water to 
give a measured radiation dose to whatever target became 
unfortunate enough to examine—mice, rats, guinea pigs, 
rabbits, whatever the experiment called for to test experi-
mental radioprotectant drugs. Just in case all safety pre-
cautions failed and a human happened to get stuck in that 
room as they raised the core, they had a special panic but-
ton one could hit to begin lowering the pile at once. The 
accompanying loud klaxon would alert the operators to 
their terrible mistake.

The third radiation source was a type of particle accel-
erator—a LINAC or linear accelerator. It produced elec-
trons at one end then accelerated the speed of these suba-
tomic particles by a voltage gradient through a long tube-
like chamber. This boosted their energy level to nuclear 

And some made the hollow boast, “Even God Himself 
couldn’t sink her.”

The designers of AFRRI had no such hubris. They 
built every detail with Murphy’s Law in mind. Every 
design feature started with the question, “If this were to 
go wrong, what should we add as a backup safety feature?” 
So just in case radioactive material were to escape, for any 
reason, from one of the three primary sources, the corri-
dors themselves provided thick baffling to protect anyone 
trying to flee the deadly barrage of atomic particles and 
rays. He would have to run only a few yards before the 
corridor would turn at a sharp angle, and all the heavy 
wall behind him would now block the discharged radia-
tion from penetrating his flesh.

One nuclear source was called the TRIGA—the train-
ing, research, isotopic, general atomic reactor. Lucky visi-
tors got to see the staff pulse that reactor, where they would 
suddenly burst the control rods out of the core that rested, 
like a malignant sea serpent, at the bottom of an eighteen-
foot pool of purified water as nuclear shielding, just for a 
millisecond, and the entire room would glow blue from 
the Cherenkov Radiation effect. Very impressive.

They actually issued a special certificate for those brav-
ing the experience—the Order of the Nervous Neutron 
certificate. After a blank where they entered the person’s 
name, it read:

having braved the Source Facilities, Mysterious 
Laboratories, and Wild Animal Facilities of 
the Armed Forces Radiobiology Research 
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center or office building. It was one of Clinton’s biggest 
disappointments while in the White House.

Brad dropped off his handful of loose papers at his 
windowless office before heading down to the weekly 
staff meeting. The first few weeks here he used to carry a 
briefcase, but he quickly learned how tiresome it proved to 
have the guards check the entire case on the way in and on 
the way out—on the way in to check for any contraband 
such as explosives, on the way out to ensure no one tried 
to remove any of the numerous radioactive materials. Each 
and every one of those had to be accounted for all of the 
time. At any second, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
could burst in and demand a full accounting. If something 
turned up wrong in the records, the NRC could temporar-
ily close down their active reactor operations at a moment’s 
notice, leaving the frustrated scientists with projects half 
finished and scrambling to rectify any insufficiencies.

Brad’s office and all of those in the secure area had no 
windows whatsoever to ensure that no one could break in 
or out and to ensure no one could attack the various radi-
oactive sources or sneak anything illicit away from safe-
keeping. The building was more sealed and lightless than 
any prison in the country. From within, it resembled more 
a medieval dungeon than a laboratory in that respect.

Brad threaded his way through the labyrinth to the 
conference room. During classified briefings or meetings, 
they kept the door closed and had armed guards at each 
end of the corridor leading to its entrance. But today the 
inner door and approaches remained open, as this was a 
routine staff meeting.

proportions then released the electron beam to slam into 
the target with radioactive force.

Brad recalled the stories he had heard about how 
the presence of the nuclear reactor both led to President 
Clinton’s targeting AFRRI for closure and spared this lab 
from Bill’s axe. Shortly after inauguration in 1993, the 
president decided to decimate the military to save money 
for his social spending. Having the military involved in 
medical research on nuclear weapons effects didn’t sup-
port the image he wanted to project. Also, AFRRI had the 
nuclear reactor closest to the White House, the Congress, 
and the Supreme Court—making the possibility of any 
kind of attack or accident there threatening beyond 
belief. So he assigned Deputy Secretary of Defense John 
Deutsch the mission of closing AFRRI and redirecting 
as much money and as many people he could from all the 
other military labs to the civilian sector as well.

The presence of live nuclear reactors and potent radia-
tion sources within the DC beltway put AFRRI on the 
top of the hit list, but their presence also saved AFRRI. 
Try as he might, Deutsch could find no way to close the 
place without creating greater costs and insurmountable 
difficulties. It was one thing to turn over a military parade 
field or warehouse or flight line to the civilian world dur-
ing the base realignment and closure (BRAC) process, but 
a place with thirty years of exposure to countless radioac-
tive elements? Who would take that? It would cost more 
to close and clean the site than to keep it open. The EPA 
would never allow a place like that to become a day care 
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self in the car before you can even get to work? Yes or no 
answers, please, no explanation. We don’t want to hear it!”

The man wore a loose grin like worn-out jeans on 
a holiday weekend. He must have been on a weekend 
bender himself to trash talk like that first thing on a for-
lorn Monday morning.

Brad hissed. “It’s green tea, so don’t be a jerk! It comes 
in little packets of powder, and you mix it with water.”

“Green tea? Next thing you’ll tell me, you’re drinking 
black coffee or white Russians or blue Hawaiis. Do you 
live in a rainbow of colored drinks? Earth to Stout! Earth 
to Stout! There’s a thing called pure, clear water!”

Brad remembered the time on TDY in New Orleans 
when the man had sliced him up one side and down the 
other for ordering red beans and rice for dinner, as if he 
were just one step above alligator on the evolutionary 
scale. Brad grimaced at the man, who could be as annoy-
ing as a mosquito whining in his ear on a campout one 
moment and then helpful as Nurse Ratched wanting to 
fry his brain with electroshock the next.

“Shut your pie hole!” Or next time we teach radia-
tion medicine on a navy ship, I’ll be sorely tempted to throw 
you overboard.

Several people darted in as a cluster. Brad knew the 
military lab director must be right behind them.

Everyone shushed as the director walked in and took 
his seat. Colonel Fukioki was a short, wiry, nearly bald 
Asian who worked harder than anyone else in the build-
ing. He was usually the first one in, the last one to leave, 
and sometimes he never left but just sacked out on his 

As usual, at five minutes early, Brad became the first 
to arrive and take his seat. The room looked tiny for such 
an impressive laboratory, but it served for small meetings 
of just the senior staff. They kept this room well lit, and 
around all the walls displayed posters of AFRRI’s various 
divisions and the impressive work they did to protect the 
public from the deadly effects of ionizing radiation.

A minute later Dr. Bob Breagle, the civilian biodosim-
etry chief, took his place just to the right of the command-
er’s seat around the rectangular conference table. Bob was a 
large fellow with a graying moustache and goatee and was 
probably the nicest, kindest scientist Brad had ever met.

Next came in Lieutenant Sam Brubake, a youngish 
navy radiation health physicist, famed throughout the 
navy both for his ability to track down missing radiation 
sources, such as Iridium 192 pigtails used in taking X-rays 
of pipe welds in navy shipyards and his acid tongue. He 
stood about five and a half feet tall and weighed no 
more than a hundred and forty pounds—a hundred and 
forty pounds of muscle and pure comedy. The guy could 
crack jokes at a funeral and leave with the entire audi-
ence, including the corpse, roaring with laughter. Or so 
he seemed to think.

He took one look at Brad’s beverage and started in. 
“What the heck you got in that Deer Park water bottle, 
Stout? That ain’t water! That’s either diluted whiskey or 
your kidneys are acting up and you’re incontinent again!”

Dr. Breagle snickered.
Brubake continued, “So tell us, Stout. Are you drinking 

first thing in the morning again, or are you wetting your-
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“He won the auction, eh? How much?”
“It was a hot auction, sir. There were twenty-five dif-

ferent bidders, several of whom came in more than once 
and raised their maximum bids. The overall price rose 
from a mere $4.95 at the opener to $625 at the close. A 
lot of interest in that radium paint.”

“Especially considering it only cost a few bucks when 
they made it seventy years ago.”

Captain Parlez had her hand in the air, and Brad 
acknowledged her.

“Radium paint? What’s that?” she asked
She was an army medical service corps management 

type running the personnel division and lacked much 
background in radiobiology.

Brad explained, “Up through the nineteen thirties they 
made clock and watch faces glow in the dark using radium 
paint. They had these huge painting rooms with rows and 
rows of women at desks painting the numerals by hand. 
Typically, each would dip the little brush in her mouth to 
make a fine point, then dip the brush into the paint, dab it 
on a few numerals, then repeat the process a few thousand 
times a day.”

Captain Parlez raised her eyebrows. “That doesn’t 
sound very safe. I wouldn’t do that even with regular 
paint, much less radioactive paint.”

Brad sipped his tea and noticed out of the corner of 
his eye Lieutenant Brubake sneering at him. Still looking 
at Captain Parlez, he said, “Precisely. After a few months 
or years of doing that, a huge number of those women—
most still quite young—developed horrible osteosarcomas 

office sofa for a while before starting another twenty-hour 
work day.

“Good morning!”
“Good morning, sir!” chimed in everyone at once.
Brad took a sip of his green tea, noting Brubake’s glare.
“Let’s start with Captain Pulowski. Update us on the 

rad sources today, Skipper, if you please.”
“Ship shape, sir. The TRIGA will be down for rou-

tine maintenance for two weeks, but we’re running mice, 
hamsters, and Rhesus monkeys on the Cobalt during that 
time. No delay on any research protocol.”

“Umm…very good. Let’s have legal next.”
Mr. Keppel, a frail-looking, thin and balding man 

spoke up. “Sir, we have reports that the Animal Liberation 
Front people are in the area again. If they get through 
front gate security, they’ll probably head here.”

“Please warn the guards and post warnings at all our 
entrances to make sure none of our people let a stranger 
in. The last thing on earth we need is some nut trying to 
release the animals in the building. That would be a major 
PR disaster at the very least and possibly even hazardous 
to the public.”

“Will do, sir.”
“eBay report next, please, Major Stout.”
“Sir, the so-called Cujo-Man won the auction for 

radium paint that we’ve been tracking. He’s bought a 
bunch of radiation books too. We can hope he’s just a 
scientist building a personal collection, a sort of private 
museum, but I’m concerned he could be a quack or terror-
ist planning to build a dirty bomb.”
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“Certainly. On the other hand, if the new owner, this 
Cujo-Man, just kept this in its lead-lined container in his 
private basement museum, he would create no human 
health risk.”

“Sir”—broke in Brad —“we can’t know for sure, but 
with a handle like Cujo-Man, I suspect this guy is not 
merely a scientist slash collector.”

“Agreed. Legal, what can we do about this?”
“Sir, I’ve checked all relevant portions of the U.S. 

Code, and there are no prohibitions against private citi-
zens owning radioactive radium.”

“Incredible.” The colonel fumed, scratching his chin.
Incredible, indeed, mused Brad.
eBay had changed so much over the years. When he 

first started, you could buy real firearms and live ammuni-
tion on eBay. You could buy switchblade knives and knives 
and swords concealed in walking canes, nightsticks, and 
ink pens—even plastic and porcelain knives that could sail 
through standard metal detectors at airports. You could 
buy and sell Nazi memorabilia or just about anything else. 
But in recent years, eBay had banned one thing after the 
other—guns, ammo, alcohol, crime-related items, Nazi 
stuff, etc. When would they catch on to the risk of online 
sales of radioactive materials?

Colonel Fukioki continued, “Legal, I want to be clear 
on this. There are no laws against the private possession 
of radioactive materials?”

“No, sir, not what I said. I said radium gets a pass. 
Any kind of radioactive isotope gets a pass except those 

of the jaw from all the radiation exposure. In other words, 
jawbone cancer. In some cases their jaws essentially crum-
bled as if made of dry clay.”

“Oh, how horrible!” Parlez winced and had a genu-
inely shocked look on her face—her eyes round and lips 
slightly parted.

“Yes, and as the cancer spread, a tragic number of them 
died. The study of those poor radium dial painters is now 
a classic on the dangers of radiation exposure.”

“Enough with the history lesson, major,” said the 
colonel tersely. “The real question is what are we going 
to do about the release of this dangerous material into 
the public’s hands now.” He turned to Captain Pulowski. 
“Skipper, is there enough material in that little vial of 
radium paint to prove hazardous to the public?”

“Yes, sir. Based on the description in the auction that 
Major Stout shared with us last week, I had my people 
make the calculations. And I independently arrived at the 
same number. There’s enough curies of radium in there 
to kill three people, if someone administered the radium 
directly to them, as in food or beverage.

“If the owner used the radium in a dirty bomb that 
produced dispersal over a wide area, any one person would 
get far less of a radiation dose, probably not fatal, but more 
people might get sick. If in a concentrated area, such as at 
an airport, we estimate at least one hundred people could 
get enough rad dose to have future health risks.”

Colonel Fukioki mused. “And that’s assuming just this 
one vial is used in a dirty bomb. The guy might combine 
this with other radioactive sources too.”
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purchase pattern like this, I’m focusing first on the weap-
ons possibility.”

The colonel turned back to Keppel. “And all this 
is legal?”

“As long as he just collects, yes, it is. But at the first 
expression of criminal intent, he’s crossed the line, and 
they can nab him and throw the book at him.”

“Major, give my secretary copies of all this material 
you’ve told us about so I can forward it to the FBI.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll make copies immediately after the meet-
ing and drop them off.”

“And I’ll arrange for them to interview you too, if they 
have further questions.”

“Understood, sir. I can meet with them any time.”
“You still have no concerns about the radium paint seller?”
“No, sir. His in-auction story continues to be that he 

bought a house from a widow who never cleaned out her 
husband’s old shed and workshop. And all the seller’s 
other auctions suggest a wide range of junk and tools and 
collectibles and the like dating back to the nineteen thir-
ties. Nothing else suggests weapons or danger or even that 
he recognized the risks of his radium paint.”

“Good. We’ll ignore him then. Anything else we 
should know about on eBay?”

“Possibly. A number of dealers now are selling copies 
of our Medical Defense Against Radiation Handbook online. 
And at a huge profit, since they acquired them for free.”

“Is that legal, Mr. Keppel?”
“Yes, sir. Those materials were produced by the gov-

ernment at taxpayer expense. Once in the public domain, 

that could produce runaway chain reactions and lead to a 
nuclear explosion.”

“Well, that’s a little better. So weapon’s grade uranium 
and plutonium are out. It’s not legal to build your own 
working A-bomb.”

“Right.”
“But you can build your own dirty bomb.”
“Well…sort of, sir. You can purchase and assemble 

everything needed and keep it. But if you ever use it or 
even threaten to use it or ever express any kind of intent 
to use it, you’re looking at anything up to life in prison.”

“Is this a great country or what?” broke in wiseacre 
Lieutenant Brubake.

Colonel Fukioki shushed him with a stern look. “Just 
the same, I’m going to alert the FBI about Cujo-Man and 
his recent shopping spree. I think they will want to put 
him on their watch list, at a minimum, in case he comes 
up on a future suspect list or makes threats against the 
government or whatever. At least then they’ll know what 
they are up against if they have to arrest him. Major Stout, 
didn’t you say he had recently bought a bunch of other hot 
stuff related to weapons?”

“Yes, sir. He’s bought books on improvised explosives. 
He’s gotten some electronic timer switches and one of 
those special lathes that can be used to shape the explo-
sive lenses used in making nuclear bombs, though they 
do have other, more benign uses as well. Also the kind of 
spark gaps that can trigger nuclear detonations…or just 
break up kidney stones in medical lithotripsy. Many of 
these items have perfectly legitimate uses also, but with a 
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war from the lung injuries received when an American 
flamethrower scorched the pillbox from which he fought.

The colonel was born scant weeks after his father’s 
death and never knew him. As he grew up in post-war 
Japan, young Fukioki’s mother drilled into him incessantly 
that he should always take care to please the Americans 
who still occupied the country. She did so herself, eventu-
ally getting a job as translator at the American Embassy 
in Tokyo. When Takei was still a youngster, only ten 
years old, his mother’s connections helped them immi-
grate to the States, where they settled in the Monterrey, 
California, area.

Brad glanced briefly at Brubake. The navy lieutenant 
appeared more subdued now, as if he too realized his next 
outburst might draw stern words as well as looks.

Still looking annoyed, the colonel turned to Dr. 
Breagle. “Anything new on biodosimetry?”

“Yes, sir. I’m happy to report that if Major Stout is 
correct about this person building a dirty bomb, and if 
it or any other such device releases radiation in public, 
we are wrapping up our projects, which can help control 
the disaster.”

All eyes turned to Dr. Breagle, and he happily stroked 
his goatee before continuing. “With this handheld com-
puter device or pocket PC, programmed with our new 
biodosimetry assessment program, civilian EMTs or mili-
tary medics can proceed directly into the disaster zone 
and accurately assess the radiation dose each victim has 
received within a minute or two. They can then triage all 
patients and radio ahead the information so that appro-

the First Amendment—Freedom of the Press clause—
gives them that right, as long as they don’t claim they are 
speaking for the government in an official capacity. Even 
though they played no role in the creation of said materi-
als, they can repro them and slap on their own covers and 
sell them at any price the market will bear.”

Lieutenant Brubake burst in again. “Now I know what 
to do for my post-retirement career.”

He received another stern look from the colonel.
Brad looked at his commanding officer, wondering 

why he put up with the junior officer’s shenanigans. Was 
it because the colonel remembered that in 1999 when 
Japan had its worst nuclear accident up till that time, at 
Tokaimura, and when they petitioned the U.S. govern-
ment for help, they asked for only two individuals by 
name—radiobiologist then-Captain Stout and health 
physicist Lieutenant Brubake?

Nevertheless, the colonel’s patience was not limitless. 
Brad knew one more wisecrack and the man would give 
Brubake more than a stern look next time. Fukioki proved 
a hard and demanding man to work for at times, but he led 
by example and didn’t ask of others things he wouldn’t do 
himself. And that included paying attention to whichever 
speaker had the floor, not distracting him with wisecracks.

Brad remembered the story of the colonel’s life, as told 
and retold among AFRRI’s denizens. His father had been 
in the Imperial Japanese Army at Iwo Jima during World 
War II. He was one of the few Japanese defenders to sur-
vive that battle, though he died only three years after the 
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The colonel made a show of stacking his notes and 
papers as if ready to leave. “Last call, ladies and gentlemen. 
Any more questions or comments?” He looked around the 
room to find none. “Then have a good week.”

Brad had the misfortune to exit at the same time 
as Brubake.

“Geez, Stout,” the man muttered where no one else 
could hear. “I know you have a long commute and your 
old bladder is too weak to hold anything, but next time 
you’re about to wet your pants in the car and have to fill 
up your water bottle, at least have the courtesy to empty 
it before coming to staff meeting and make all the rest of 
us see it. Geez!”

“Brubake, you are the most insubordinate subordinate 
I have ever met.” Probably shouldn’t have let that slip out. 
Brubake had always been outraged by Brad getting pro-
moted before him. Brubake thought Brad stole his glory 
in the Tokaimura affair.

“You’re not in my chain of command! Just because this 
is a joint DOD lab doesn’t mean I have to like sharing 
space with army belly-crawlers and air force golf pros and 
over-the-hill civilians. If this was the real world, we’d get 
drunk at a bar and be at each other’s throats with inter-
service rivalries. The MPs and SPs would have to pull 
us apart.”

“You’d lose that one, my friend. You’d lose.”
Brad rushed to his office to grab all the eBay auctions 

from Cujo-Man that he had printed at home over the 
past few weeks. Then he darted down to the main Xerox 
machine in the corridor near Brubake’s office.

priate treatments will be available as soon as the patients 
reach the hospital.”

Captain Parlez looked very excited. “How does it work?”
“We’ve created a software package that lists all the 

possible symptoms of radiation exposure. The medic just 
uses his stylus to tap on the tiny screen as he examines the 
patient, checking off all the relevant symptoms present. 
Then the program computes the radiation dose received 
based on records of hundreds of radiation accidents over 
the past thirty years and what symptoms were produced 
by each dose level.”

“Fascinating,” said Colonel Fukioki. “But I’m not 
sure about the name. You called it biodosimetry assess-
ment package?”

“Yes, sir.”
“The acronym would come out BAP. I don’t like the 

sound of that.”
Brad had collaborated with Dr. Breagle on this project 

and knew it well. “How about biodosimetry assessment 
tool then, sir? It comes out BAT.”

The colonel smiled. “Yes! I like that. You get two 
images out of one acronym. First, the image of radiation 
as something sinister and potentially dangerous, like the 
mammal bat. And that’s just how the public perceives 
the problem. But second, you get the image of a wood 
Louisville Slugger bat that we’re using to knock the prob-
lem out of the park. I like that. Ingenious.”

Dr. Breagle smiled at Brad appreciatively. “I like it too. 
BAT it is then.”
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both Stout and Brubake for their assistance in containing 
the nuclear disaster at Tokaimura. But Brubake, on the 
other hand, seemed only interested in elevating himself 
by tearing down his chief competitor for the most highly 
decorated military scientist at AFRRI.

As he drew close, Brubake mouthed off again to no 
one in particular. “Whew! I smell one big fart! And I don’t 
mean a pinto beans or beefsteak toot. I’m talking full-on, 
rancid-curry, sugar-and-spice-and-everything-not-nice 
explosion. I’m talking greasy, green-cloud, wear-your-gas-
mask, hemorrhoidal emission!” He turned around. “Oh, 
not a gas bomb. Just army again.”

Stout shook his head. “Shortcake, just drop it.”
“It’s Brubake, Mr. Jolly Green Giant!”
Shortcake, smellmake, lowrake—what’s the difference? No, 

stop that…hold your tongue. “You’re so short your daddy 
even abbreviated your name from Brubaker to Brubake.” 
Slipped up again! Gotta learn to control my speech around 
this guy!

“Stout, let me share with you one of our little navy 
secrets. When you stinking army guys get done with PT 
and running in big circles, there’s this little room called a 
shower. You go in there, and they have these magic fixtures 
called faucets. And if you turn one on, this amazing stuff 
called water comes out. And then all you have to do is add 
soap and you can actually get clean again. Do you want 
me to explain soap to you, Stout?”

“One of these days, Brubake, one of these days…”
“Ooooh! I’m so scared!”
Brad decided to drop it. This constant ribbing addled 

him, and he had to keep resisting the temptation to 
answer in kind. Whatever happened to Brubake to make 
him so obnoxious? Brad was always willing to share credit 
with a fellow colleague, as when the Japanese ambassa-
dor personally awarded a citation of national gratitude to 
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Setting water to boil over the range, she asked, “Have 
you read today’s paper yet?”

He took a sip of green tea. “No. Anything special?”
She nodded toward the hardwood dining table, and 

he glanced over to see the Frederick News-Post open at 
his seat.

“Did you know a Louella LeBrock when you worked 
at Fort Detrick?”

He paused. “The name sounds familiar. I think I might 
have run into her at a meeting or two. I was at Medical 
Research and Materiel Command Headquarters, and I 
think she worked at USAMRIID, the germ lab. Why?”

“She’s missing.”
“Missing? What do you mean?”
Victoria took a handful of dry angel hair pasta, broke 

it in half, and dropped the crumbly sticks into the boiling 
pot of water. “I left the article out for you. Go read it.”

Savoring that steamy pasta aroma, he stepped over and 
glanced at the article without sitting down. “I didn’t real-
ize her husband was the guy who fell off AFRRI’s roof. I 
read about that in the base paper months ago. Now he’s at 
home in a wheel chair, and his wife’s gone missing.”

“Yes. She left home for work and never made it there 
or returned home. And no sign of her car. Do you think 
she ran off with a lover?” Victoria spoke that last word 
with a racy emphasis, as if such a prospect intrigued her.

“Hard to say. There’s no hint of anything like that in 
this article. I didn’t really know anything about her, except 
that I think she worked on that team seeking a new vac-
cine against anthrax.”

3
When Brad got home, Victoria had a steaming mug of 
green tea ready for him. He was bursting with eagerness 
to get to his computer but figured he better make nice for 
a while first. He needed to do something to cool the ten-
sions simmering between them for some time now.

He took the tea, thanked her, and followed her about 
as she puttered around getting ready for dinner. She kept 
humming one old Americana song after another between 
segments of conversation. This time it sounded like, 
“She’ll be coming around the mountain when she comes.” 
Brad hated that song; it had never made sense to him.

As his sister scurried about, he noted her tall, lithe 
frame, her auburn hair, brown eyes, clear complexion, and 
high cheekbones. Very high. Almost European royalty 
looking. He wondered why she had not yet attracted a 
stable man and settled down.

Brad thought she looked appealing in an aristocratic 
sort of way but totally lacking that tomboyish, girl-next-
door casual look that he himself preferred in women. Did 
Victoria come across as too stiff and formal for men to 
want to ask her out?

She had a lovely smile when in good humor. Good 
humor usually escaped her though. Was that the problem?
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“Because green tea is supposed to be so healthy, that’s 
why. Its antioxidant properties help keep the heart strong 
and clear.”

“Blah blah blah. Skip the science lesson, if you please.”
“And I’d kind of like to live past sixty, if you don’t 

mind. Both of our grandfathers died of heart attacks in 
their fifties, in case you’ve forgotten.”

Victoria generously ladled huge portions of tomato 
sauce over the pasta. “Yeah, but Pop—”

“Pop’s a different story! Don’t get me started on that!”
He must have barked louder than he intended to, 

for her eyes popped wide, and her mouth fell shut for a 
change. Brad felt guilty.

It proved an unpleasant dinner all around with more 
sniping and moodiness, though Brad enjoyed every bit of 
the pasta. Maybe if more men realized what a good cook 
Victoria was, Brad could find some poor soul to take her 
off his hands.

After dinner, Brad couldn’t wait to retreat to his base-
ment study and get back to eBay.

But before that, he wanted to pursue a thought that 
came to him just before dinner while reading about that 
missing USAMRIID research associate.

He didn’t want to scare Victoria, but he thought first 
of espionage as the cause of Louella’s disappearance rather 
than a runaway lover or some random crime. Ever since 
November of 2001, Brad had felt a little uneasy, slightly 
paranoid that he himself may be in danger. It was only 
a couple of months after the World Trade Towers went 
down, the Pentagon got attacked, and Flight 93 exploded 

“Anthrax? That’s another one of those killer biowar-
fare agents, isn’t it?”

“Yes. That’s the one that ended up in the US mail sys-
tem shortly after 9/11, getting sent to media figures and 
the like. As I recall, at least a dozen people got inhala-
tional anthrax, about half of whom died. And many others 
got cutaneous anthrax, which is not as deadly. Experts had 
to check out hundreds of US post offices, decontaminate 
millions of pieces of mail, and give antibiotics to thou-
sands of people to protect them from the effects of pos-
sible exposure.”

“Didn’t they prove it originally came from Fort Detrick?”
“Yeah. There’s lots of strains of anthrax, but the FBI 

pinned that one down as coming from USAMRIID’s 
stockpiles for research purposes at Fort Detrick.”

“But they caught the dude that sneaked it out, right?”
“Never. They announced having a person of interest in 

the case but never had a shred of hard evidence to back 
up their suspicions. And he so loudly and repeatedly pro-
claimed his innocence that most people believed him. So 
we really don’t have a clue exactly who did all that. Or how.”

“Dinner’s almost ready. What do you want to drink?”
“More green tea, please.”
She raised both hands to her hips. “Why can’t you ever 

drink coffee or plain black tea like everyone else?”
He fumed. “If you don’t want to hear the answer to 

your question, then don’t ask it.”
“I have to ask. But just once I’d like to get some vari-

ety in your answer. What makes green tea God’s gift to 
man anyway?”
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But Brad focused on how with each and every one of 
these cases, purely natural causes never seemed apparent. 
If there were a random cluster of deaths in a huge group 
by coincidence, wouldn’t some of them result from age-
related heart attacks or long-term cancer? But each of 
these dozen deaths occurred under unusual circumstances 
or were clearly murder, as when the British infection 
expert Ian Langford was discovered naked, wedged under 
a chair, and very dead. Brad believed at least some of these 
must have been murder by some foreign power or terrorist 
group trying to eliminate key players in America and its 
allies’ defense against them.

And Brad always thought that he or any other 
expert in defense against weapons of mass destruction 
could possibly become next on the hit list. He knew 
Frederick had frequently been the target of espionage 
over the years. After all, Frederick, Maryland, lay dead 
in the center of the three institutions devoted to WMD 
defense. USAMRIID at Fort Detrick, right in the mid-
dle of Frederick, handled all the defense against biologi-
cal warfare. Brad had worked at Detrick before getting 
transferred to AFRRI in Bethesda, Maryland, about a 
forty-five minute’s drive south of Frederick. There the 
military did its work on medical defense against nuclear 
and radiological weapons. If he drove a bit over an hour 
from Frederick in another direction—northeast—he’d 
run into the Institute for Chemical Defense or ICD, in 
Edgewood, Maryland. They were the military’s experts on 
defense against chemical weapons such as nerve agents, 
cyanide, and mustard gas.

in a fiery crash in a Pennsylvania field. Only about a 
month after the first anthrax mail attacks and one of the 
nation’s top biowarfare experts on anthrax vanished.

They found Dr. Don C. Wiley’s car abandoned on the 
Hernando de Soto Bridge near Memphis, Tennessee. The 
car had scrape marks as if it had been sideswiped, possibly 
by accident. Had the man committed suicide by jump-
ing over the bridge? His family and friends deemed that 
impossible. Had someone purposefully smashed into his 
car then tossed him over the bridge when he got out to 
exchange insurance information? Brad thought so. The 
Harvard University scientist and biowarfare expert’s body 
was not found until over a month later and several hun-
dred miles down the river. It was too deteriorated at that 
point to retain any clue to exactly how or why he died.

And the unfortunate Dr. Wiley didn’t exactly die 
alone. Around the world several other scientists with 
expertise in biological warfare or biodefense died within 
months of each other, and all under unusual or suspicious 
circumstances. For example, Dr. David Wynn-Williams, 
an expert on microbes, died while jogging near his home 
in Cambridge, England—hit by a car. The very next day, 
bioterrorism expert Dr. Steven Mostow died in a plane 
crash near Denver.

People who disliked conspiracy theories pooh-poohed 
concern about these and many other similar incidents within 
a few months of 9/11. They pointed out that everyone dies 
sooner or later, and with any large international group—
whether bioexperts, ice skaters, or polka players—doubtlessly 
clusters of deaths would appear from time to time.



45

The eBay Plot

44

Charles A. Salter

short while after that. Brad had studied case records of 
countless examples of both types of death resulting from 
radiation-release accidents over the decades.

When Mr. LeBrock fell off the AFRRI roof during a 
cobalt reloading operation, the entire community on base felt 
shocked, and many people wanted to help. They established 
a website where well wishers could leave kind words and 
cash donations via PayPal to help with his medical expenses.

Brad remembered seeing that site listed in an article in 
the base paper. However, he had never donated and had 
no record of the web address and had not kept that issue 
of the paper. Instead, on the Internet he now Googled the 
key facts, AFRRI, roof, fall, and PayPal and found the site 
almost instantly.

Then he opened up eBay, logged in, went to search, 
and plugged in that web address. He figured if Louella 
bought and sold on eBay, then she may have added that 
site to some of her listings to raise more cash for her hus-
band’s mounting medical bills. Of course, she might have 
preferred to keep that separate and distinct, and she might 
not even use eBay, but didn’t almost everyone these days? 
It wouldn’t hurt to check.

He hit return, and a dozen auctions popped up as 
including that site in their item descriptions. Three dif-
ferent dealers behind all these. Hmm. I’ll bet one is the wife, 
maybe one is the husband, and the third a friend. Or maybe the 
wife and two friends.

Brad clicked on the first listing by BeanieBabyMadam. 
An auction for some Beanie Babies, surprise, surprise. But 
Brad didn’t figure Louella for the Beanie Baby type.

Any foreign agent or terrorist who wanted to attack 
the nation’s medical defense against WMD would likely 
operate out of Frederick—a scary thought for those medi-
cal scientists who performed that defensive research.

So, did his suspicions point to the reason for Louella 
LeBrock’s disappearance? One way to help find out—
check her eBay activity. Brad, of course, did not know her 
eBay handle, but her husband’s accident might provide 
the link. AFRRI’s building complex lay directly between 
the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences 
(USUHS) on one side and the tall towers of the National 
Naval Medical Center on the other.

People who worked at AFRRI often joked nervously 
about the juxtaposition. “If we have a major release of 
radiation, don’t worry. We’ve got USUHS docs on one 
side of us and a hospital on the other—you’ll get medical 
care within seconds, and we’ll save your life.”

As a radiobiologist working for the army, Brad always 
found that so very reassuring, knowing as he did that any-
one receiving over a certain level of radiation could not be 
saved no matter what medical interventions got thrown 
at them. Depending upon the exact type and amount of 
radiation and how much of his body got exposed, a fatal 
dose could leave him in an agonized, lingering state of 
progressive decline until he finally expired a few weeks 
or months later. If he was lucky, he would get a super-
lethal dose that fried his nervous system, left him vio-
lently puking his guts out and expunging round after 
round of bloody diarrhea, but he would mercifully lapse 
into a coma in a couple of hours to a day or so and die a 
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to go to the FBI. Brad Stout, army radiobiologist, needed 
to play detective by himself for a little while yet.

He noted five auctions by the person he believed to be 
Louella that closed over the next five days, one each day. If 
Brad’s guess hit the nail on the head, WeirdScienceBabe’s 
perfect feedback rating of 398 would soon take a dive. 
Each auction would end, and the buyer would get ticked 
off from hearing nothing from the seller during the pre-
scribed three-day period to complete transactions and 
would likely leave a negative feedback.

An easily verifiable guess. Brad put all five auc-
tions on his watch list. In a few days, he would find out 
if WeirdScienceBabe still sold USAMRIID materi-
als on eBay or had suddenly disappeared, and was thus 
likely Louella.

He clicked on the first listing by WildWesterner—
handmade western-style leather belts. He checked the 
other auctions by WildWesterner—leather cowboy boots, 
a ten-gallon hat, an antique branding iron. Maybe the 
husband, but probably not Louella.

Brad went back to his original search list. He clicked 
on the first listing by WeirdScienceBabe. Bingo! Dealer 
location in “sunny western Maryland.” An auction for 
the USAMRIID handbook on defense against biological 
weapons. Oh, Louella, what have you been up to?

He clicked on her other ongoing auctions, all for vari-
ous books on biowarfare weapons and defense. One was 
a pamphlet about creating your own botulinum toxin at 
home. Another dealt with how to grow castor beans and 
extract the deadly biopoison ricin from them.

My God!
Brad believed he had stumbled onto the reason for 

Louella’s disappearance. He checked the bidder list for 
each of her items and saw the same dozen or so handles 
cropping up again and again. He copy and pasted those 
names into a Word file and printed up the complete list, 
feeling certain that the person responsible for her disap-
pearance lay somewhere in that sequence of eBay handles. 
He noted Cujo-Man’s name on the list. Was this dirty 
bomb nut branching out into biowarfare too, or was this 
just a coincidence? As far as Brad could see, it might be 
anyone on this list.

But how to determine which one? And how to elicit 
the person’s true identity? He didn’t have enough facts yet 
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what he could not stand. So the work led him to drink, 
and the cost of the drink forced him to work. It became a 
merry-go-round that AA could probably explain better to 
him, but right now he felt like paying the price and tak-
ing another go on the twirly machine. Something Wicked 
This Way Comes. Or did it go? He couldn’t remember any-
more, and at this point didn’t really care. He would ask 
Ray Bradbury when he got to the Martian Chronicles or 
wherever in outer space his ship landed.

Meanwhile he wanted to forget everything about 
his job of administering lethal nerve agents to mice and 
watching them twitch to death despite whatever pretreat-
ments his scientist bosses could concoct in their mysteri-
ous laboratories.

Staggering a bit to the fridge for another boost of 
liquid propellant, he heard the doorbell ring and froze. 
Another school fundraiser? He could do without that in 
his current frame of mind. Wouldn’t do to frighten off 
the neighborhood kids. He had already been through that 
once before.

Girl Scouts selling their damnable cookies again? The 
alcohol in time always suppressed his blood sugar level 
and gave him the munchies. A full-throated hunger began 
to bellow from his stomach about now, sending thoughts 
of thin mint or Samoa cookies dancing through his brain. 
On second thought, a fundraiser with cookies or choc-
olate and almond bars could really hit the spot at this 
very moment.

Bert took a long pull off his suds and replaced the open 
can in the fridge.

4
Bert Weedrick burst into his one-bedroom bungalow 
after finally finishing his hellish commute home from his 
excruciating government job, slammed the door behind 
him, and grabbed a quick beer, pouring it down his throat, 
only stopping once in the middle to breathe.

Pot-bellied and bald except for a fringe of grey hair, 
he wandered about the dusty kitchen and living room, 
all cluttered with magazines and half-folded newspa-
pers, closing all the curtains and returned to the fridge. 
Standing in its open door, he downed another quick brew 
then grabbed a third. He stacked up his CDs on the player 
and chugged the third, pausing in the middle to add a 
shot of Stoli vodka and convert it into a boilermaker. By 
the time he popped open the fourth and Stravinsky rous-
ingly echoed from his stereo speakers, Bert had reached a 
different frame of mind, ascended to a new plane of con-
sciousness, and begun his journey to a far-off planet.

One where he would like to stay forever and ever. But 
each sober morning following these interplanetary flights 
left him grounded with a hangover and a nagging necessity 
to return to the stressful job that drove him to seek refuge 
in other worlds to begin with. He had to work to afford 
alcohol. But he needed the alcohol, because he worked at 
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The stranger said pleasantly, “Mr. Weedrick, you sent 
me this package of CD-ROMs that I bought from you 
on eBay. But they got cracked in shipment and won’t play. 
I live nearby, and I thought, why not just pop over? Your 
address is right on the package. And Chem-Guy seems 
like such a nice man on eBay. Usually great feedback and 
everything. I’ll bet he’ll just replace them with working 
copies, no fuss and muss, no need to get bad marks on 
eBay or anything. Am I right?”

eBay…CD-ROMs. Oh, yeah. Need the money to buy more 
brewskis. Can’t keep blowing the rent money. The Bert from 
the alternative universe fought to gain control over this one. 
The CD-ROMs from the lab about medical defense against 
chemical weapons. Against sarin…soman…cyanide. Oh, yeah.

“You wit rite dere… Ah be rite bak.”
As he turned toward his storage closet where he kept 

extra copies, his left hand on the front door knob unwit-
tingly twisted it loose as he wobbled to the left and sought 
to balance with that hand.

In a few seconds, Bert staggered back with three sealed 
CD-ROMs in his hand. “Mista Whatzit, I found som-mo.”

But he no longer saw the strange-faced man at his 
front step. Imagining things again? The pink elephant 
disappeared? Time to cut back on the drinking. Maybe 
give AA a chance. Get a new job.

He slammed the door and leaned back on it, bracing 
himself. “Waddi do wit dese?”

“You can take them to your grave!” The stranger 
hissed, bursting from around the corner of the kitchen 
like a feral beast.

The doorbell rang again.
Bert staggered to the other room to gather his empties 

and dump them in the trash so no intruder could spot 
them. Then he struggled to put on a sober face and walk 
steadily to the door. He found that not quite possible and 
lurched from side to side. He peered out the blinds beside 
the door.

No Girl Scouts.
A stranger.
Drat! The man saw him through the window!
“Mr. Weedrick? Is that you?”
“Yeah, Whaddyawant?”
He wobbled to his left side and closed one eye so he 

could focus on that face. Bert must have already had one 
too many. That couldn’t be a normal human face out there 
at his front door. Couldn’t be! Must be pink elephant time 
already. Lost Weekend time and the creepy-crawly things 
emerging from the walls. And here before his house stood 
the Lord of the creepy-crawlies. Too much rocket propel-
lant too fast. Bert must have overshot Mars and headed 
now toward a different, unknown solar system, one he had 
never been to before.

He wobbled again and struggled for balance.
“Ah sud whad-e-want?”
The stranger held up a box for Bert to see.
Looked familiar. Something from another lifetime. A 

different Bert in an alternative universe had prepared and 
mailed that package not long ago.

Bert held onto the doorknob with one hand and the 
wall with another to help maintain his balance. “Yuh? So?”
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Aha! This guy was what Brad liked to call a shotgun-
ner. He bid on huge numbers of things, including dupli-
cates of the same item, apparently hoping for bargains. 
But if any others seriously outbid him on an item, he just 
dropped out of the competition and proceeded to some-
thing else in the low-to-mid price range. This guy seems 
no threat, Brad thought. He’ll drop out when the price starts 
climbing the mountain.

In his own early days with eBay, Stout had tried shot-
gunning a few times but found it very frustrating. Once, 
for example, he had the high bid on several different silver 
dollar auctions, all with the same seller. Brad imagined 
winning several of these for fairly comfortable bids and 
saving on shipping by getting everything in one pack-
age, obtaining a pretty good bargain overall. But in the 
final few seconds of each auction, a sniper swooped in 
and snatched them all, one at a time. He laid out just the 
lowest possible bid required to outbid Stout in each case, 
stealing Stout’s great bargain and providing himself one 
only slightly less rewarding.

For some reason, eBayers typically called such people 
snipers. But as an army officer with a fair amount of field 
training and military history in his background, Brad 
didn’t like that term here. A guy like that didn’t just wait 
and wait, hidden in the undergrowth, to pop off a single 
high-value target and then sneak out again. The term fit 
only partially. Brad preferred the term swooper. This kind 
of eBayer would sit like a falcon on a high perch with his 
eye typically on lots of auctions at once, swoop down at 
the last moment, grab as many tasty morsels as his claws 

Bert saw something shiny flashing and felt his heart 
rupture. He looked down in a final lucid instant, saw the 
red oozing out the slender hole in his chest, and thought, 
Over at last. No more mice.

Brad made a fresh cup of green tea, trying a different 
brand this time. He usually liked Lipton green tea best, 
though he also loved Salada plain green tea, so he recently 
decided to try Salada’s newer line of green teas with added 
antioxidants. He liked best the one labeled “with purple 
antioxidants,” because he knew they used grape skins to 
add those. And everyone who knew anything about anti-
oxidants knew grape skins, grape juice, and moderate 
amounts of red wine were just about as healthy as you 
could get.

Finally he had some time to himself to focus on his eBay 
auctions of personal interest. He signed in as TomTom_
III, got into his watch list on my eBay, and looked for 
that astonishing auction for Diary of an American Officer 
in Himmler’s SS.

Drat! Five more bidders and the cost has gone up ten-
fold just since this morning. Days yet to go, and the price has 
zoomed from $9.95 to $99 in just a few hours. How deep do 
the pockets of these other buyers go?

He turned to the current highest bidder: 9thInfantry-
DivNut. He didn’t recall seeing him before, so he clicked 
on advanced search then items by bidder and fed in that 
eBay handle, specifying he wanted to see those already 
ended as well as the current ones.
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late their plan, exactly as Brad did now. And others who 
would like this item may simply not have noticed it yet. 
At least Cujo-Man hadn’t come in with a new bid yet. 
Maybe he lacked deep pockets or was saving his cash for 
more radiation items.

Now, how much am I willing to bid?
Stout reread the item description:

Folks, this is Lot 51 of my father’s old World 
War II items. In case you missed my earlier 
auctions, let me explain that my father served 
with the US Army in Germany during WWII. 
Apparently he collected a huge amount of 
books and souvenirs, as well as his own per-
sonal equipment. I don’t recall him ever show-
ing any of this stuff to us when we were kids. 
But when he passed on a few months ago, as 
executor of his estate, it became my duty to 
clear out his things.

I came across this army footlocker and 
enormous steamer trunk full of items, and I am 
selling everything on eBay except his framed 
Victory certificate for helping to win the war. 
Please consult my other auctions ongoing now 
and come back in future weeks if you want to 
see more of Dad’s old stuff. You can save on 
shipping costs by buying two or more items 
and having them shipped together. Just let me 
know that is what you want to do when we set-
tle up at the end of each auction.

Now more about Lot 51. As you can see 
in the photo, this is a handwritten book called 
Diary of an American Officer in Himmler’s SS. 

could carry, and then swoop back up to his mountain-top 
nest, cackling all the way.

Stout sipped his purple antioxidant tea, enjoying its 
fresh, grapy flavor, which came with virtually no added 
calories, as long as he didn’t dollop sugar onto it himself. 
What a product! Great taste, terrific health benefits, and no 
calories to threaten my success at the semi-annual army fitness 
weigh-in.

He returned to the original listing and checked each 
of the other bidders in turn. He found two more shotgun-
ners and one of what he called a hesitator, with the eBay 
handle armyVet1972. Looking at the person’s previous 
eBay activity, Stout found what looked at first glance like 
shotgun behavior. But when an item apparently interested 
this bidder more than most, he would often go back in a 
day or two later and raise his maximum bid. If that failed, 
he might go in a third or fourth time and raise it again. 
Lots of people just figured out their maximum bid in the 
beginning and left it there, either winning the auction or 
not, without wavering in their strategy. But a hesitator 
could pose a problem for Brad in this case, because he had 
no way to anticipate the man’s ultimate bid.

The fifth new bidder today proved to be inexperienced 
with less than a twenty feedback rating and with no bid-
ding pattern or strategy that Brad could yet discern. But 
he did seem to bid rather modest amounts and not com-
pete to the end when bidding got hot and heavy.

It looked like armyVet1972 was his major competition 
so far. Of course, there could be lots of people just keep-
ing this item on their watch list until they could formu-
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German counteroffensive against the allies 
on the Western front with strict orders to 
maintain radio silence on this. So I knew I 
had to see my contact and get the word back 
to London. I went to see Marta again at the 
brothel. I tipped my cap to Frau Kemelmann, 
the madam, and saw Marta chatting up 
Gunter, the bodyguard, near the stairwell. 
She saw me and came bouncing over with 
that world-weary look of hers, just like the 
actress Marlene Dietrich in the film The Blue 
Angel. Sexy and attractive and repellent all 
at the same time. She took my arm, waved a 
handful of jiggers at me, and called me Klaus 
Liebchen, which is our code that she thinks it 
is safe to leave her a message if we are careful. 
If she says Liebchen Klaus that means under 
no circumstances should I proceed to leave a 
secret. She escorted me up the stairs, and I 
nodded at Gunter as we passed him. Both of 
us know the madam and Gunter are on close 
terms with the Gestapo and will report any-
thing unpatriotic or out of the ordinary.

Marta took me to her room. As usual, 
knowing we could be overheard or observed 
at any time, we went through the motions. 
Unlike before, my need proved too strong, 
and I progressed from play acting to the real 
thing, using the rubber she had handed me 
downstairs. At first Marta looked at me with 
surprise and disgust, but she knew she had 
to submit. And I knew it too. If she pro-
tested we would both end up in Gestapo 
hands, and I think I lack the courage to take 
my cyanide pill.

I covered up Dad’s name on the cover with a 
ruler to protect our identity, but the lucky win-
ner of this auction will see it along with eve-
rything else. I’ve skimmed just parts of this 
diary, and frankly it makes me sick. I will be 
very happy to get this out of my house. I always 
grew up believing Dad served with the 9th 
Infantry Division, but according to this diary, 
that was just a cover story.

In actuality, the OSS—the Office of 
Strategic Services, or forerunner of the CIA—
chose him to work on a top-secret project with 
British Military Intelligence to go undercover 
and pose as an SS officer. As you may know, 
the SS was Hitler’s SchutzStaffel or Protective 
Squadron. Run by Heimlich Himmler, it began 
as Hitler’s private bodyguard but expanded dur-
ing the war to the units running concentration 
camps and to dozens of elite troop divisions. I 
knew Dad had been born and raised through 
age ten in Germany and spoke the language flu-
ently as any native, but I never knew he served 
as a spy there later during the War.

I really can’t read the rest of this, for reasons 
you will understand when you see the brief 
excerpt below. I guess Dad was some kind of 
hero, but reading some of the things he actually 
did while impersonating an SS officer turns my 
stomach. I mean, he and Mom were married 
then, for Pete’s sake! So here’s just a little piece 
of the diary so you know what I mean:

November 24, 1944, Munich—I began to see 
bits and pieces of dispatches about a coming 
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lars or so, he wanted this diary very much. But he didn’t 
have that much left in his bonus account, and Victoria 
would squawk if he drew upon their household checking 
account or the modest savings account their mother had 
left to both of them.

He decided to raise some extra cash quickly by selling 
off some of his recently acquired MS-65 Morgan silver dol-
lars. The common date ones he had acquired recently cost in 
the range usually of about fifty to a hundred dollars apiece. 
He had five days till the diary auction closed, so he quickly 
entered ten new auctions as a seller, one MS-65 silver dollar 
each. He usually liked to keep an auction open for a full week, 
to maximize bidder attention. But he knew from experience 
that silver coins usually moved pretty briskly with five-day or 
even three-day auctions, so he tried a mix of these.

There was one more thing before calling it a night. 
He needed to know if that diary included anything about 
radiation or the Nazi nuclear program. If it did, it would 
be worth even more to him and likely to Cujo-Man as 
well. He clicked on “ask seller a question” at the top of the 
diary listing.

This opened into a message window where he wrote, 
“Thank you for your auction on the war diary. Could you 
please let me know if it covers anything on Nazi efforts 
with radioactive materials or the creation of an atomic 
bomb? Thank you.”

Victoria was waiting for Brad when he finally left his eBay 
war room, exhausted and desperately wanting to go to bed.

At least I got the word to her about the 
major offensive. I think it will be Belgium. I 
hope she can alert London.

That’s it, all you eBayers out there. No reserve 
on this one, and I will ship it within twenty-
four hours of payment received. I prefer PayPal. 
Good luck!

Stout let out a deep breath and sipped his tea. Whew! If 
valid, this diary could help rewrite World War II history. 
Late 1944…major offensive…Belgium. This spy must 
have known about three weeks in advance about the Battle 
of the Bulge! Marta must not have gotten through to 
London, or perhaps no one in MI6 believed her, for that 
battle was one of Hitler’s best-kept secrets of the entire war. 
Despite the Ultra code machine in Allied hands, there was 
so little radio traffic about the offensive that no one knew 
where to expect the attack until it had almost succeeded.

Even if it was some kind of hoax, this diary might prove 
very valuable. Brad remembered how Clifford Irving won 
fame and fortune when he faked a supposed authorized 
autobiography in cooperation with Howard Hughes. Even 
though they later proved it a fake, he remained so infamous 
that Hollywood made a movie out of the whole escapade: 
The Hoax with Richard Gere as Irving. And the real Irving 
even ended up in the film credits as a technical consultant.

As an amateur army historian, Brad just had to acquire 
this war diary! He figured if the cost had gone up tenfold 
already, that it would likely go up at least tenfold again by 
the end, possibly much more. But even at a thousand dol-
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heard nothing, USAMRIID doesn’t have a clue, and 
the police have no leads or even definite information on 
whether she just skipped out on her life for a while or 
became the victim of foul play.”

“In other words, a news article with no new news.”
“Isn’t that what I said?”
He shrugged.
She continued, “I still think she might have gotten 

tired of being tied to a crippled husband and decided to 
fly the coop with a lover.”

“Anything is possible, sis, but since she was working 
on defense against biological weapons, my money is on 
foul play…at least until any solid evidence to the contrary 
turns up.”

“You and your conspiracy theories again. You know, 
your work is not so important that every spy in the world 
sees it as his primary mission to eliminate you guys.”

“Victoria, Victoria, you’re knocking down straw men 
again. I didn’t claim any of what you just shot down.”

“Sorry, you’re right. I’m just tense about no job and 
tight finances and, you know, loneliness…”

He felt sorry for her and took a step closer, intending 
to pat her on the shoulder or hug her.

“And, you know…Pop.”
“I’m not talking about Pop!” he snapped angrily. 

“Especially this late at night! Are you deliberately trying 
to aggravate me so I can’t sleep?” He stormed up the stairs 
to his bedroom.

“You got a few spare minutes to talk to me now, Mr. 
eBay Bigshot? I didn’t want to interrupt while you were 
plotting taking over the world or anything.”

“Victoria, I’m too tired for your games. Do you have 
something important to say besides digging at me?”

“Yeah, it’s your turn to pay the bills this month, and if 
you don’t get some in the mail by tomorrow, they’re going 
to be late.”

He put his fist to his forehead. “Oh, crap! With all the 
excitement going on, I forgot about that.”

“That’s why I’m reminding you. I’m afraid we might 
be tight this month. Your car repairs were much larger 
than either of us anticipated.”

He kept walking up the stairs. “That reminds me. 
How is your job search going?”

She looked cross. “Look, I know it’s extra tight with 
us living on just one salary, but I’m doing the best I can. 
There’s not much opportunity in this area for technical 
editors and writers. And it’s not as if I don’t contribute. I 
do everything around the house.”

“Victoria, I’m not criticizing. I’m not trying to pressure 
you. I’m just asking.”

“And I’m just answering. Nothing yet.”
He decided to change the topic. “Anything new on 

that missing USAMRIID scientist, sis? I haven’t had time 
for the paper yet.”

“Nope.”
“No more articles? That’s surprising.”
“Not what I meant. There’s a big front-page article, 

but there is no news. She’s still missing, the husband has 
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he couldn’t take a simple joke; get red in the face and tell 
him off, making the man beam with pride at his triumph 
in fazing the usually imperturbable Stout; or play it cool 
and pretend he was unfazed, which would likely drive the 
man into a rage over his failure.

Brad chose the best option. “Mmm! Mmmm! Smells 
good! Thanks for the treat, cupcake. Would you like 
some? I’ve got a knife and two plates. I’ll share half with 
you. What do you say?”

The man fumed with fury. “You effing somebeach! 
One of these days!”

Brad managed to control his own tongue for a change. 
He just rolled his eyes and shrugged helplessly. “One of 
these days.”

Yeah, one of these days when I’m not wearing a uniform. 
And I’m not subject to UCMJ. One of these days I’m going to 
clean your clock…right off the mantelpiece into the WC, you 
miserable little SOB.

Brad found it difficult to focus on work today. The twin 
mysteries of the USAMRIID worker’s disappearance and 
the war diary on eBay kept competing for his attention. 
Plus he had a hot date tonight to look forward to. Another 
eBay play date—this one with a real woman. And that 
meant he wouldn’t have to stay home with cranky Victoria 
this evening.

But he forced himself to jump right into the analy-
ses of his data from the recent experiment using genistein 
to protect mice from the effects of high doses of radia-

5
Brad found Lieutenant Sam Brubake waiting outside his 
AFRRI office when he first arrived the next morning.

The man had a grin big enough to fit a Mount 
Rushmore face. “Now, you see, Stout, anybody else would 
pull a secondary replacement on you. They’d buy an arti-
ficial plastic one in the dime store. Or they’d make some 
fudge and shape into a look alike. But no, sir, not me. 
That’s where I’m Mr. Primo. No artificial ingredients. 
Nothing but the real thing from me to you, hon. You 
know, just to show how I feel about you and all. You know, 
kind of warm and fuzzy and all. Only the absolute real 
thing will do.”

Brad grimaced and strode to his desk, where he saw 
a brown paper breakfast bag with its mouth folded shut. 
A brief sniff from three feet away revealed its contents. 
Brubake was a lot of things but not a liar. It was the real 
thing. Certified dog droppings. Reprocessed puppy chow 
in a bag. Right on his desk.

Without turning around, knowing the other man 
watched, Brad figured he had three options: report the 
man to security for bringing contraband into a secure mil-
itary facility, but then Brubake could wander around tell-
ing everyone he met what a pissant jerk Brad was and how 
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five, he considered himself in fairly good shape, certainly 
compared to most of the neighbors—many who were his 
age and younger and already sported potbellies.

He dried his dark-brown hair and noticed a few grey 
ones starting to sneak in here and there. And he noted a 
slight receding in his hairline but nothing to worry about yet.

Once dressed in dark slacks and a blue shirt, a sweater 
loose over his arm for later, he bounded toward the door 
with a final word for Victoria, who was humming “Jimmy 
Crack Corn.”

“Sis, don’t wait up. I might be out late.”
She yelled back, “Don’t forget your protection!”
That stopped him dead in his tracks. “What are you 

talking about?”
“You’re going to see Mary Lou, right?”
“Yeah.”
“So don’t forget your protection. You know what 

I mean.”
“Oh, you mean my umbrella, right?”
She smirked. “Yeah, it’s supposed to rain tonight. You 

don’t want her to get wet and ruin your Camaro.”
“Yeah…uh…right.”
He turned and darted to the door. As he closed it 

behind him, he was almost sure he heard her say, “And 
don’t forget your other protection too, smart aleck!” But 
maybe that was just the wind.

Mary Lou Boudreaux was his regular date for over a year 
now. They both loved eBay, naturally, and spent much of 

tion. His first glance at the data looked promising, but he 
needed a complete and more formal analysis. He met with 
the staff statistician and his research assistant and laid out 
the plan of attack with them.

Then he set to work on revising his lecture on biologi-
cal effects of radiation and long-term effects of radiation 
exposure, which he planned to present next month at sev-
eral iterations of the Medical Effects of Nuclear Weapons 
course. He and the rest of the teaching team would travel 
to the Far East and teach at Kadena Air Force Base in 
Okinawa, Yokota AFB, and the army’s Camp Zama near 
Tokyo, and at the US Yongsan base in Seoul, South Korea. 
He was looking forward to that trip.

Finally work and the tedious commute ended, and he got 
home with just enough time to shower and change before 
his date—one he looked forward to very much. He and 
Mary Lou had started off slowly, just friends at first, and 
only very gradually proceeded into the physical side. But 
he had the feeling that tonight was the night. After all, he 
was ready to marry her, and every cell in his being cried 
out for culmination of their love.

As he toweled off, he slurped green tea, this time 
Salada with red antioxidants, which included strawberry, 
hibiscus, and rooibos.

He couldn’t help admiring his own physique in the 
mirror. Regular weightlifting at the navy gym three times 
a week kept him well buffed, and his lengthy runs on the 
other four days of the week kept him trim. At age thirty-
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They met over eBay, where they both bought and sold 
rare coins, realized they were already neighbors, arranged 
to meet in person, hit it off immediately, and when their 
conversations progressed from trivial chit chat to real 
interests, soon fell madly in love. Brad had been looking 
at engagement rings already and kept trying to think of an 
original eBay way to pop the question.

Now Brad drove to her townhouse not far from the 
Fort right beside an open field with a full view of the 
Catoctin Mountains, which ran north to south along a 
low ridge just west of Frederick.

He rang her doorbell, and she beamed as she opened 
the door to him. She had lush, brown hair in a page-boy 
style, cut about medium length; sparkling blue eyes and 
rich, full lips; a creamy complexion; and a little button 
nose that seemed to crinkle when she smiled, which also 
brought out her dimples. He always thought that with her 
hearth-and-home good looks, she should be in TV ads 
harking household cleansers or the newest thing in cereal. 
She could make anything seem interesting and enjoyable 
just by looking at it and responding with her naturally 
expressive and animated face.

“Come on in, sweetie, I made you some green tea. 
I found a new kind at Food Lion this week. I think it’s 
called Bigelow.”

“Thanks! I’ve had that before in restaurants. I like it.”
He stepped inside her townhouse. It felt very warm 

inside her place, and he was glad he left his sweater in the 
car. She seemed to prefer Louisiana bayou temperatures 
to Frederick’s late fall nippiness and overnight frost.

their together time working the system or talking about it. 
She used the eBay handle Cajun_Girl, because she grew 
up in St. Martin Parish not far from Lafayette, Louisiana, 
and considered herself an honest-to-goodness Loo-isi-
anna Cajun girl.

She had attended the University of Southwestern 
Louisiana in Lafayette and rarely left the state prior to 
college graduation. As far as Brad could perceive, she only 
knew how to cook Cajun and some Creole fare—bou-
din and andouille sausage, dirty rice, Jambalaya, gumbo, 
shrimp Creole, shrimp Etoufee, fried okra, and about 
a dozen variations of crawfish dishes—from just plain 
boiled crawfish (where you cracked ‘em open yourself as 
you ate) through crawfish bisque up to crawfish pizza. It 
did not take much exposure to such fare to convert Brad 
into a ragin’ Cajun—at least in terms of food enjoyment. 
Though he drew the line at hog’s head cheese—one look 
at that was enough. And though he loved the taste of pra-
lines for dessert, he considered them too rich and fatten-
ing for his army diet.

Despite growing up in rather backward Bayou country 
where many folks still lived in not much more than shacks 
and gathered much of their food boating about in pirogues, 
Mary Lou excelled in school, graduated at the top of her 
class in accounting at USL, and got a great government 
job right out of college. She first worked at the IRS main 
HQ on Constitution Avenue in Washington, DC. But she 
rapidly tired of the city and moved up to a nice quiet job 
with the National Cancer Institute on the grounds of Fort 
Detrick, which is where Brad also worked at the time.
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After returning home from Mary Lou’s, Stout checked 
his e-mail one last time for the day. He wished he had 
some more of that Bigelow green tea she gave him. After 
an hour of passion, he had fallen asleep in her arms. He 
woke up screaming, she said. But he couldn’t remember 
anything about his dream. She said it was something 
about a character called Pop, so he asked her please to 
change the subject.

Afterward, he had consumed the Bigelow tea, now 
cold but still delicious, and then taken her out for a nice 
meal at one of her favorite places—the Red Horse Inn 
on Highway 40. He kept the nightmare episode repressed 
and managed to have a wonderfully enjoyable evening. 
But now he was wide awake and thought he might as well 
do some e-mail.

His e-mail popped up, and he felt surprised to see a 
response from Sue’s_Husband already.

Thank you for your interest in my auction. 
Someone else asked the same question you did. 
As you may have noted in the item description, 
I did not read the entire diary. But I did skim a 
few parts. And there is a section on some kind 

She shut the door, twirled away, and started to 
bounce off.

“Whoa, kiss first,” he said.
She paused and turned back, looking up at him shyly. 

“Okay, but don’t get carried away. You promised to take 
me out to dinner tonight.”

He swept her up in his arms. She was about five years 
younger than he and about five inches shorter. Just perfect, 
he thought. He bent down and planted a huge smooch 
full on her lips, and she melted into him, stirring every 
part of his body simultaneously. Forget eBay tonight!

She moaned as his hands began to explore. “How ‘bout 
your tea?”

“Fuhgetaboutit. This is better.”
Without unlocking lips, he leaned her back into his 

left arm and picked her legs up with his right arm and 
headed toward the bedroom.

He unlocked his kiss for a second, looked into those 
huge blue eyes, and said, “How ‘bout your dinner?”

Her chest heaved. “Fugetaboutit. This is better.”
He placed her gently on top of the bed and removed 

her shoes. “I’m glad I brought my umbrella.”
“What?” she whispered, both hands scratching at 

his thighs.
“Fugetaboutit.”
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The former is what happened to that first nuclear 
reactor in Leipzig, Germany, in 1942 during the war. 
Functioning reactors require safety rods, which, when 
placed correctly, absorb the extra neutrons and slow down 
or shut off the chain reaction when needed. In 1942, 
Heisenberg apparently didn’t realize that and provided no 
means to slow the chain reaction down once it started. He 
ended up with a runaway nuclear reaction, which exploded 
the entire reactor in a giant burst of steam. Something like 
what happened at the Chernobyl power plant reactor in 
the Ukraine some forty-four years later, though the latter 
case proved much larger and more devastating because it 
began with more nuclear material.

The German team learned from their mistakes, 
however. They built their next test reactor in a cave at 
Haigerloch. Using a cave both made it safer, in the event 
of another explosion, and more secret—far from the pry-
ing eyes of allied spies, saboteurs, and commandos. They 
used less uranium this time, and instead of concentric 
shells which proved harder to keep separate, made it into 
cubes suspended by chains, an early variant on the modern 
design of using rods, which could be lowered into place or 
raised to speed up or slow down the chain reaction.

In Brad’s mind, the mention of Haigerloch in this diary 
indisputably proved one of two possibilities: If the diary 
was truly written during the war, only one of the German 
nuclear team or a spy could possibly know about the work 
at Haigerloch. But if the diary was a hoax, some expert 
put a lot of time into making a very, very clever one. And 
the more Brad learned about this war diary, the more he 

of nuclear reactor being built in Haigerloch 
during the war. If there’s more than that on 
nukes, I didn’t see it.

Haigerloch! If this diary was a hoax, the author certainly 
did his research. The Nazi Haigerloch project, one of the 
first nuclear reactors in history, was a secret for a long time 
and was not well known even today outside of military and 
nuclear scientific circles. During the war, as early as 1942, 
the Germans first experimented with sustained fission chain 
reactions. They discovered when an unstable uranium atom 
fissioned, or split, it released energy and also subatomic 
particles known as neutrons. A neutron could hit dirt and 
do nothing or hit flesh and cause damage or hit another 
uranium atom and cause it to split as well, releasing more 
energy and more neutrons. This process occurred slowly all 
the time in nature and accounted for some of the back-
ground radiation that all living things on earth experience.

But under scientifically controlled conditions, with 
purified radioactive uranium or plutonium, the stray neu-
trons from atom one were almost certain to strike unsta-
ble atoms two and three, their resulting neutrons would 
hit atoms four, five, six, and seven and so on in a poten-
tially terrifying multiplication of power in less than a sec-
ond. This chain reaction of fissioning atoms could create 
intense heat energy in a controlled nuclear reactor, pro-
ducing steam to run turbines and generate electricity. But 
a runaway chain reaction could crescendo into melting a 
nuclear reactor or, in weapons grade uranium or pluto-
nium, result in a nuclear blast.
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Brad hit the confirmation key to process his bid.
Double drat! Cujo-Man still has the highest bid!
Now he had no idea how high his competitor’s maxi-

mum bid was, because the automatic process would con-
tinue to out-raise all competitors until one came along 
with an even higher maximum bid.

Brad was going to need more money. A lot more 
money. He decided to part with most of his Gil Hibben 
fantasy knife and combat blade collection. For now, he 
would keep the three Rambo movie knives, but he quickly 
entered selling auctions for the Centurion, Drakonis, 
Ghriffyn, Raptor, Tiger Shark, Titan, and Warbird collec-
tor’s items. Those should probably average about a hun-
dred to a hundred and fifty dollars apiece in a full week’s 
auction. But he was running out of time. He needed to 
sell them, collect most of the money, and have the cash on 
hand when the diary auction ended…assuming he won. 
So he used three-day auctions, which would probably 
mean fewer potential bidders spotting them in time and 
thus lower closing prices.

But he had no choice. Not if he was going to find out 
what that spy wrote about the top secret Nazi nuclear 
research at Haigerloch during World War II.

By the time he got to work, Brad felt rather groggy 
after so little sleep last night. He hoped he could avoid 
Lieutenant Brubake today and just concentrate on work. 
It would take more caffeine than usual to keep him alert, 
so he took his bottle of Deer Park water and added two 
packets of Lipton powdered green tea. One was plain tea, 
and the other was lemon and honey flavored. He figured 

leaned toward the first option, that it was real. He had to 
get it…and keep it out of the hands of Cujo-Man. Or was 
it not Cujo-Man, but one of the other bidders asking the 
seller whether the diary delved into Nazi nuclear secrets?

After all the excitement of the day, Brad found it difficult 
to sleep. The next morning he bounded to his computer 
first thing and logged into my eBay and checked the diary 
auction again.

Drat! It’s doubled overnight—over two hundred dollars 
now. And Cujo-Man has jumped back into the bidding. Time 
to find out how deep his pockets are.

Brad finally entered his first bid on the item—$511.24. 
He noted that people who put in maximum bids of very 
round numbers proved to be more predictable in his expe-
rience, and often ended up paying at least a little more than 
they probably wanted to, because eBay set the amount of 
bid increments in the automatic bidding process.

But if you put in odd numbers, and randomly varied 
the amounts each time, you made it more difficult for oth-
ers to perceive your strategy and also might get the item 
for a bit less. For instance, if the winning bid proved to be 
anything over $4.75, a person with round numbers might 
end up paying $5.00, but the person using odd numbers 
might get away with $4.82 or even $4.76. There was not 
much difference with low-cost items where a quarter was 
the standard increment, but at the upper end, big-ticket 
items with bid increments of fifty or a hundred dollars, it 
could add up over time.
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radiation. Why not green tea? This could open up a whole new 
line of research!

Brad started getting excited, closed the Window on 
his lecture, opened one for research ideas, and eagerly 
sketched out some preliminary notes.

He heard the click click click, much more pronounced 
this time and with little forward movement. It seemed 
Brubake was almost marching in place right outside his 
doorway. Brad glanced up.

No, he went on by.
Ten seconds later, from the other direction, he heard 

more click click clicks.
Brad felt about to lose his patience. When the man 

ever so slowly passed his open office door this time, he 
barked out, “Lieutenant, would you mind marching on 
the parade grounds instead of in front of my office?”

The man beamed as if enraptured at the thought of 
getting a rise out of Brad. “Stout, I’m not marching. I’m 
manning my guard post!”

“What the heck are you guarding against?” As soon as 
the words slipped out in an irritated tone, Brad knew he 
had made a huge mistake. He had given the man just the 
opener he had been baiting Brad for.

“Guarding against? Isn’t it obvious? I’m guarding 
against infiltration of the lab by the inferior intellects of 
the least qualified service in the military. You army pukes 
don’t even rise to the level of the uniformed public health 
service, for cripes’s sakes! You are great, green-dressed 
globules of almost inert matter so far back on the evolu-

two of the same flavor might taste too strong, but mixing 
two different ones might prove okay.

Wrong-o!
The tea flavor didn’t prove too strong, but he found 

that the artificial-sweetness factor overwhelmed his taste 
buds. Brad usually avoided sweets to help keep his weight 
down. When brewing tea from scratch, he never added 
sugar but just drank it plain. But when he used packets of 
tea powder, he had no control over the sweeteners already 
contained. He could tolerate the sweetness of one, but 
two? No way.

He couldn’t decide whether to struggle on with drink-
ing this or just throw it out and try to bum some coffee 
from someone, when he heard the familiar click click of 
Brubake’s navy shoes on the tiles in the hall.

Quickly, Brad looked down at some papers and pre-
tended to be busy. Whew! The man kept walking by—
what luck!

Brad consulted his computer and called up his lecture 
on the late effects of radiation exposure. He wanted to 
add something to the antioxidants section about dietary 
sources of those beneficent compounds reducing the 
damage caused by low levels of radiation.

He heard the click click click of navy shoes going the 
other direction this time.

Brad kept his face buried in his computer. The clicks 
fell silent.

Where was I? Oh, yeah. We know from previous AFRRI 
research that vitamins A and C and the mineral selenium, all 
of which are antioxidants, can reduce the damage caused by 
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Brad barely said hello to Victoria as he returned home 
from work. He just took the green tea she offered, thanked 
her, and dashed downstairs to his computer, hot mug in 
hand. She was still humming “Someone’s in the Kitchen 
with Dinah” as he closed the door behind him.

First he stole a quick glance at his selling list. As he 
suspected, the silver dollars and Hibben knives he had 
recently put up were already attracting some decent bids.

Then he checked the war diary auction on his buy-
ing list.

Drat, drat, drat!
Two more bidders in the game, and the price had risen 

to $711. At this rate, by auction closing time in three 
more days, Sue’s_Husband would probably get more 
from this diary than all his father’s other war mementoes 
combined. Brad now figured probably two thousand at a 
minimum…maybe even more.

At least the two new bidders didn’t have very deep 
pockets, though a scan of FlagWaver1776’s recent activ-
ity did show he had bid up to a thousand dollars on a 
rare variant Fairbairn-Sykes commando knife used by the 
British SAS in the North Africa campaign during World 
War II. However, right now Cujo-Man still held the lead.

tionary scale from the navy that I don’t think you would 
even register as human on an automatic door opener!”

Brad grimaced and threw up his hands in disgust.
“I mean, if you and I were so much as walking into a 

supermarket, the door would open for me and let me in 
but then not recognize you as human and close the door 
on you. You would bump your cretinous little beanie right 
into the glass. And on top of that, you would be so stupid 
that you wouldn’t even realize it! You’d bump your head 
right into the glass again.”

“Don’t you have any work to do, stinkmake? I’ve got 
just three words for you!”

“Yeah, what? Are you sure you can count that high?”
“Shut…” Brad paused for effect, watching the man 

shift from attack mode to defense. “Your…”
The lieutenant was almost leaning forward with  

anticipation.
“Cloaca!”
“Cloaca? What the heck is a cloaca? Did you just make 

that up? Can’t even find real words to use?”
“Look in the dictionary. If you even know what that 

is. It’s spelled C-L-O-A-C-A. Check out the sea cucum-
ber version.”

“Sea cucumber? Now I know you’re making things up.”
“Look it up and see!” That ought to keep the little brat 

busy for a while. Geez, I hate it when he pulls me down to his 
level. But a man can only take so much!
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photos of each of the early atomic bomb atmospheric 
test blasts.

With a strong tinge of regret, he put up the crown 
jewel of his collection, an original copy of the half-cen-
tury old Civil Defense Plan for Chicago, signed by Adlai 
Stevenson himself, who was then governor of Illinois. 
It was one of the most detailed civil-defense plans ever 
put together during the Cold War so that all munici-
pal authorities would know what to do when the Soviet 
A-bombs began to fall.

Nothing classified, of course, but these collectibles 
included the kind of stuff that should give Cujo-Man wet 
dreams. These items were far more desirable than some of 
the kinds of rad items the man had been recently paying 
a pretty penny to get.

When he had completed these selling listings, Brad 
sat back, sighed, and gulped some green tea. But just as 
he started to relax, a very troubling thought struck him. 
What if, instead of merely draining his funds, this now makes 
me Cujo-Man’s target? Hmmm?

Brad closed out of eBay and took the final sip of his 
tea. At last he could go see Mary Lou. To avoid impossible 
traffic on 270, he went to work and returned home much 
earlier than she did, as she lived only a mile from where she 
worked in Frederick. But by now she would be home and 
have a chance to freshen up. And he had what he hoped 
would be the biggest surprise of her life ready for her.

Earlier, he had asked her to wear his favorite of all her 
outfits, and he was happy to see on arrival that she did. 
It was the outfit she had on the day they first met in per-

Time to test the waters again. Brad put in a bid at 
half the level he was willing to go ultimately. He plunked 
down $900.12. Instantly, Cujo-Man’s commanding lead 
bid rose to over nine hundred dollars.

Okay. Okay. Let’s drain off some of Cujo-Man’s funds and 
distract him from this auction.

Brad did something he thought he would never do. He 
pulled out from his own personal collection the very kind 
of treasures that he knew would most appeal to his chief 
competitor here. The man had been buying up all sorts 
of things related to radiation, nuclear blasts, and dirty 
bombs. So Brad spent a couple of hours and laid them all 
out as bait for him.

If this worked, it would not only raise money for Brad’s 
preferred item, but it would drain off Cujo-Man’s atten-
tion and ready cash. Unless the guy simply had unlimited 
wealth, he would have to minimize efforts on any lower pri-
ority items in favor of higher priority ones. And Brad figured 
these would prove more important to him than the diary.

Furthermore, if the guy bought from him and Brad 
shipped books to him, he would learn the man’s address 
and could turn it over to the FBI as a possible person of 
interest in the development of a radium dirty bomb.

So Brad offered up his only copies of key books on the 
radiation accidents at Chernobyl, Three Mile Island, and 
Goiania, Brazil. He put on the block his own copy of the 
Textbook of Radiation Medicine, still in its original shrink 
wrap. He put up military handbooks on nuclear terrorism 
and radiation defense. He included his copy of Effects of 
Nuclear Weapons, with its profuse illustrations—full-page 
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“Okay.” She looked puzzled, but hand in hand, she led 
him to her study where the computer sat and logged on as 
Cajun_Girl. “So what is it?”

“Go to item #140162667377.”
“You memorized it? It must be special.”
“It is.”
She entered it under the search function and got to the 

auction listing.
“It’s for Alligator Stomp volume one, Cajun and Zydeco 

classics! Oooh, that’s my very favorite music from when I 
was growing up! Brad, we’ve got to get this.”

He noted her excitement with happiness. “Read 
the description.”

She started to read, silently at first then with her lips 
moving. Then she stopped, turned to him, and with moist 
eyes cried, “Oh, Brad!”

He didn’t even need to look at the listing. He had writ-
ten it just for her and knew every word. It read, “Mary 
Lou, my sweet Cajun princess. I love you so much! Marry 
me and become my Cajun queen. We’ll play this music at 
our wedding and make beautiful ragin’ Cajuns together. 
Please say yes!”

“Well?”
“Yes, Yes, Yes!”
They hugged and kissed, and he placed on her fin-

ger the special engagement ring he had selected. It had a 
Cajun spice rose engraved into the platinum on each side 
of the diamond.

“And for dinner tonight, I’m taking you to your favorite 
restaurant, Copeland’s Cajun restaurant in Bethesda. 

son, after a few weeks of corresponding on eBay and then 
via direct e-mail. She had her brown hair separated into 
pigtails on each side, all tied up with pink ribbons. She 
wore a Cajun blue—a light, sky blue college t-shirt that 
read in huge letters, “Ragin Cajuns,” the football team 
from her college in Lafayette, known as the University of 
Southwestern Louisiana when she attended, but now as 
the University of Louisiana at Lafayette. And she wore 
tight, white short shorts that would do the Dallas cheer-
leaders proud.

The precious sight of her, complete with sparkling-
blue eyes and cheery dimples, almost made him forget his 
mission tonight.

She beamed at him. “Sweetie, I found a new kind of 
green tea you are absolutely going to love!”

He moved in close to embrace her lightly. “As much 
as I love you?”

“Sometimes you say the gosh-darndedest things, you 
silly man! Of course not!”

“So what’s so special about this tea?”
“It’s by Celestial Seasonings, and it’s called blueberry 

breeze. No sweeteners added, but the real blueberry fla-
voring includes natural fruit sweetness that will knock 
your socks off.”

“As sweet as your kisses?”
Her nose wrinkled as she looked up at him, smiling. 

“What has come over you today?”
He kissed her. “The tea can wait. I want to show you 

something on eBay.”
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It was two days before the auction for Diary of an 
American Officer in Himmler’s SS ended, and Brad wasn’t 
sure if he could pull off a win this time. Three new bid-
ders had plunged in, the highest one knocking Cujo-Man 
off his spot at the top…at least for the moment. Right 
now armyVet1972 had regained the lead at $1,152.25. As 
Brad expected, the man proved to be a hesitator, much 
like Brad himself—keeping an eye on things, every now 
and then making a bigger sacrifice and a higher maxi-
mum bid for something he really wanted. Not laying all 
his cards on the table up front like some do.

Sipping his green tea with added ginseng for extra 
energy, Brad checked the man’s other eBay activity again. 
Oh, no! Whereas armyVet1972 typically had bids on a lot 
of different items all at once, further bidding on other 
items had ceased, and he had even cancelled a couple of 
bids on items he previously held the lead on. That meant 
almost certainly that he now concentrated strictly on the 
war diary. Bad news for Brad.

He would need more money. It was time to dip into 
his truly cherished items. He unlocked his Sentry coin 
safe and pulled out the plastic frame holding his prize 
collection of silver Peace dollars. He had one sample of 

Tonight only they’re having a special crawfish buffet with 
over a dozen different crawdad dishes, including gumbo.”

She jumped onto his lap, straddling his legs, and 
pressed her breasts into his chest. She soul kissed him like 
never before. “First I’m giving you some authentic Cajun 
hot sauce! And I mean hot!”

It was so hot they almost didn’t make it to the restau-
rant before closing time.
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If the US Border Patrol and Diplomatic Security Service 
depend on the Model 19 Combat Magnum, then so can I. 
Better fish that shooter out of the gun safe, load it, and keep it 
within easy reach.

Victoria had breakfast ready for him as he rushed to get 
dressed in his uniform after those minutes on eBay.

“Anything new on that USAMRIID scientist?” 
he asked.

“Still nothing on her case. But I’m beginning to think 
you might be right about foul play.”

He buttoned his Class B uniform shirt. “Why?”
“Now there’s also a researcher from ICD missing. The 

chem defense place.”
“Another defense against weapons of mass destruction 

scientist missing from this region in the same week?”
“Yep. One from the biowarfare place first and now one 

from the chem warfare place. I guess the rad place—your 
AFRRI—will be next.”

He zipped up his fly and straightened his gig line. 
“That’s not funny.”

“I’m not trying to be funny. I think you may be right. 
When two of you guys disappear in the same week with-
out a trace, I think something is going on.”

“No trace?”
“No sign of any kind of forced entry or violence at his 

office or home. His car was found at home, so they figured 
he got there after work. But then none of the neighbors 

each year, from 1921 to 1928, then 1934 to 1935 and 
each mint mark, with up to three mints in some years 
(Philadelphia, Denver, and San Francisco)—a complete 
collection, twenty-four coins in all. And most were in 
excellent condition, from extremely fine to lower grade 
brilliant uncirculated.

This was the only thing he could sell fast and be sure 
of getting several hundred dollars for. He would have to 
specify in the auction listing, “Payment by PayPal imme-
diately at the conclusion of the auction, or please don’t 
bid.” That would keep out some bidders and likely sup-
press the final price some, but he needed that money right 
away. He couldn’t afford to wait for it to dribble in over a 
long period.

He next looked up Cujo-Man’s activity again. There 
was some good news there, at least. The fellow had taken 
Brad’s bait and put low bids on two thirds of Stout’s rad 
items. With three competitors, the bid was beginning to 
rise on his crown jewel—Chicago’s civil defense plan of 
last century—more money for Brad to spend on the diary, 
less money for Cujo-Man to bid on it.

But the man was no fool. Surely he would realize soon 
that TomTom_III was playing a trick on him. They would 
learn each other’s e-mail addresses and home addresses. 
Suddenly Brad felt relieved that he had bought a Smith 
and Wesson .357 magnum revolver on eBay several years 
ago…before eBay banned the buying and selling of fire-
arms and ammo. If this guy proved to be a dirty-bomb 
maker and not just a collector, he would have no com-
punction about coming after Brad directly.
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near all the major terrorist targets in DC. The Pentagon 
was practically next door to the airport, for one thing, and 
if someone flew in the right direction he couldn’t help but 
see the White House, the Washington Monument, and 
the Congressional buildings, among many other land-
marks. So they just closed all those flights down, since if 
something went wrong, the authorities would have insuf-
ficient time to respond before it was too late.

After some weeks without further incidents nation 
wide, they re-opened Reagan Airport again, and Stout 
took one of the first flights available—Midwest Airlines to 
Omaha—to teach the Medical Effects of Nuclear Warfare 
course at the USAF Strategic Command Headquarters at 
Offutt Air Force Base.

The flight taxied out to the runway with the pilot 
announcing the new policy—that if any passenger so 
much as got out of his seat for any reason for a full half 
hour after departure, they would immediately cancel the 
flight and return to Reagan. That got all the passengers 
in the right mood. Then the pilot announced they had 
to taxi back to the gate because they got word from the 
control tower that a would-be passenger had his luggage 
loaded but then failed to board the flight himself. At the 
gate, they would either add that passenger or subtract his 
luggage before proceeding.

That put everyone in a delightful mood. Brad and all 
the others, he assumed, immediately had visions of some-
one loading a remote-controlled bomb and then skipping 
out rather than daring to die himself as a suicide bomber.

reported seeing him or hearing anything out of the ordi-
nary. He just vanished.”

Brad tied his shoes and applied some final buffing to 
make them shine even brighter. “But he must have been 
a loner, right? So the neighbors wouldn’t notice anything 
less than a dramatic chase around the yard with guns 
and knives.”

“You’re right. He was a loner.” She puttered off to lay 
out Brad’s breakfast, all the while humming something by 
John Philip Sousa.

Brad gulped his breakfast and tea, nearly scalding his 
mouth, and wondered if someone from AFRRI would 
disappear next—if he might vanish next.

Brad felt considerably more paranoid than usual and delib-
erately altered his normal route driving to work. He had 
noted several times since 9/11 some odd circumstances 
that suggested someone followed him, at least occasion-
ally. He never discussed these with anyone, because he 
knew they would likely consider him paranoid. And he 
kept trying to tell himself that things like this must have 
happened before 9/11 but he just didn’t notice them.

Then he ran them through his mind again. No, things 
like this couldn’t possibly have happened before 9/11. The 
conditions simply weren’t right then for things like this to 
be noticed by anyone and become a recognized issue.

For instance, right after 9/11, Reagan National Airport 
in DC closed completely to passenger traffic for a time. 
The flights in and out of there regularly flew right over or 
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events: before 9/11 no authority would even get excited 
about a passenger missing a flight or some odd powder 
found in the subway. The janitor would just throw that 
powder away and not think twice.

But Brad was also acutely aware of the conspiracy view 
of such things. After all, 9/11 did happen. About a week 
later someone did send real anthrax through the mail and 
killed many. An amazing number of experts in defense 
against WMD had met untimely ends during the sur-
rounding months. Two had disappeared this very week 
from Brad’s immediate region. Brad found little comfort 
in these facts.

It got to the point where Brad wouldn’t even go jog-
ging outside without one eye on the lookout for strange 
behavior such as vans pulling up close to him and sud-
denly stopping for no apparent reason. He always won-
dered if terrorists would suddenly pop out and kid-
nap him or shoot him with a chemical agent and leave 
him for dead. Did things like mysterious vans stopping 
right next to him happen before 9/11 and he just didn’t 
notice it in those more innocent days? Or was he really 
being followed?

He got to the office, thinking Brubake would not 
bother him anymore if he looked up sea cucumber, clo-
aca. After all, unlike higher forms of life with a separate 
mouth, anus, urinary tract, and reproductive orifice, in the 
sea cucumber, the cloaca served all of these functions at 
once. It seemed to Brad this became the ultimate insult 
that no navy tar could top.

He found himself proven wrong.

Brad told his teaching assistant next to him on the 
plane, “If they load a swarthy, Middle-Eastern man on, 
I’m getting off.”

“You won’t be the only one!” said captain Furman, 
eyes wide.

They loaded a woman passenger who looked too scat-
terbrained and unfocused to be a terrorist, so everyone 
stayed on and made it to Omaha.

Another time the director of the White House medi-
cal staff personally invited Brad to teach his lectures to all 
the med staff at the old executive office building next door 
to the president’s quarters. For the first time in months, 
Brad walked from the navy campus across the street to the 
medical center metro stop beside NIH headquarters and 
took the metro downtown.

Shortly after his return hours later, the police com-
pletely shut down that stop because someone reported 
finding white powder that was suspected as anthrax. 
It later turned out to be something innocent, but Brad 
couldn’t help wondering about the odds here. Out of all 
the scores of metro stops in the DC region, out of all the 
hundreds of days when he didn’t use the metro, some ter-
rorist scare closed the exact stop he used the exact same 
hour he had just used it for an extremely important pur-
pose. It just seemed too preposterous to be a coincidence. 
He believed someone must have followed him back from 
the White House and wanted him to know it by creating 
a false scare right in his backyard.

Countless such cases happened to him just since 9/11. 
Brad could easily see the non-paranoid view of these 
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are the masterpiece of blinkin’, finkin’, superstinkin’ effin’ 
possessin’ gargantuan…”

“You can’t even finish a thought, cloaca man! Go about 
your business and let’s get some work done.”

Stout closed his office door, leaving the lieutenant 
standing there in the entrance, fuming like an incinerator 
toasting off a load of crappy diapers and baby spew. And 
Brad feeling oh-so guilty for once again stooping to the 
other man’s level.

“Oh, you think you are sooo clever, Mr. Greenjeans! 
Just because you are a biologist, you think you know so 
much about lower forms of life. You don’t know crud 
from crapola!”

Brad wondered how this man got any work done. 
Despite his reputation as a gadabout and prankster and 
excessively talkative BS-er, he had a fairly decent standing 
also as a world-class health physicist. When the nuclear 
experts in Kazakhstan found an unlicensed radiological 
device spreading radiation among the populace, he and 
two others from AFRRI were the first to be called in 
internationally to help assess the situation and advise the 
government on how to track down the device and treat 
its victims.

Brubake and his colleagues did such a good job that 
their hosts feted them for three days afterward, at night 
insisting on toast after toast of straight vodka poured 
into shot glasses from freezing-cold bottles—always 
Snow Queen vodka, Kazakhstan’s finest premium brand. 
Brubake drank his former Soviet hosts under the table 
and seemed as proud of that accomplishment as of con-
taining a radiological catastrophe.

Brubake knew atoms and ions and radioactive particles, 
but most of his brain seemed devoted to compost. He was 
the oddest and most astounding man Brad had ever known. 
And it seemed no power on earth could shut him up.

Brad gave it a try despite his better judgement. “Shut 
your cloaca, cloaca man!”

“You’re worse than a cloaca! You are the source of all 
the ultimate crud to come down the crapola pipeline! You 
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Time to eat crow. Face the music. See Victoria and try 
to talk her into helping.

He found her in the kitchen washing dishes at the 
sink, humming “Down by the Old Mill Stream.” At least 
that one he liked. That gave him heart.

He observed her from behind. Only two years older 
than he, she remained thin and active and had an hour-
glass shape that he thought other men would find attrac-
tive. Why didn’t they? And if they did, why didn’t they 
ask her out?

“Hi, sis, how you doing?”
She whirled and scowled at him. “What do you want? 

You never have time for me unless you want something.”
He looked down, abashed. She spoke the truth. It 

didn’t use to be this way between them, not before Mom 
died and before Pop…Pop… He had to change that 
line of thought or he would get too emotional to handle 
this discussion now. Thought stopping—something he 
learned in psych class at Johns Hopkins University fifteen 
years ago.

“It’s something both of us should want, my dear.”
“Don’t dear me.” She had both hands on her hips now, 

and the moisture from her soapy hands stained the apron 
on both sides.

“Look, Victoria, this is important, okay? Come sit 
down and let’s talk about it. Yes, I want your help, but it’s 
not for some silly whim of my own. I’ve been tracking on 
eBay a guy I suspect may be trying to make a radioactive 
dirty bomb. I report on this every week at staff meeting. 
Colonel Fukioki knows all about it.”

9
Finally the day to close out the war diary auction arrived. 
With all his own recent sales of silver dollars and collector 
knives and radiation books, and with the remains of his 
previous bonus account, he had twenty-one hundred dol-
lars on hand. Would that be enough?

He checked the eBay listing. Two hours to go, and the 
max bid was up to $1,495 already. There was no way he 
had enough cash. He counted thirteen separate bidders 
now, including himself. Whereas the bottom half of those 
would likely not bid any higher into the stratosphere, 
Brad bet that at least a handful of those in the upper half 
were prepared to battle to their last spare dollar on this.

Plus, he suspected there was at least one swooper, 
maybe two or more, who had not revealed themselves at 
all yet but would come in during the final minutes…per-
haps final seconds with major bids. Likely there would be 
half-a-dozen or more bids at the very end, driving this 
thing up to at least twice its current level.

Brad felt willing to go to the 3K mark to win, but he 
lacked that third thousand bucks cash on hand. He had 
posted his own recent selling auctions too late to receive 
all the cash at this point. More would trickle in over the 
coming days. But he needed more now.
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He handed her the chai tea mug. “You’re right, you’re 
right. I started it. Can I please get to the point now?”

She shrugged, but her high cheekbones still flushed 
crimson. She took a sip of the tea. “Too much cream.”

“I’ll get it right next time.” He took a sip of his green tea. 
He always had his plain with no sugar or milk, just the way 
the Asians did, the ones in the cross-national studies that 
demonstrated the health benefits of green tea. Okay, here goes.

“I’m trying to do two things at once with this guy—
flush him out into the open so I can tell the FBI who he 
is and—”

She interrupted. “You’re going to put us in danger with 
a radiation terrorist?”

“Well…I suppose there is an element of risk. But…”
“What am I going to do if your terrorist comes here…

after me?”
“Well…I had hoped to have him locked up before 

anything along those lines could develop, but I suppose 
you are right. There could be some risk. I’ll do my best to 
handle him if he ever dares show up here. Don’t forget I 
earned an expert marksman badge in basic training. And 
I’ve taken my magnum revolver out of the gun safe and 
put it loaded in my nightstand, just in case you need it. I 
showed you before how to use it, and I know you can hit 
what you aim at.”

“Oh, so you really do take this seriously. All right, I’m 
all ears. So what’s the second thing you’re trying to do?”

“Make sure he doesn’t get his hands on a war diary 
that talks about some of the Nazi secret research with 
nuclear technology.”

“Well let him help then. I don’t know anything about 
your army business.”

“Just sit down, Victoria, and listen. I’m going to make 
some green tea for me and some chai tea for you. Just the 
way you like it…with hazelnut cream on top. Okay?” He 
grabbed a couple of mugs and the respective tea bags.

She dropped her hands and relented. “So this has 
nothing to do with you trying to run off with that Cajun 
girl? Leaving me alone to rot in this old house?”

He added the steaming water from the boiler, which 
they kept on all the time. “Victoria, honestly, I think 
Mary Lou and I will marry in the near future. But no 
one’s going to abandon you. Mom left this house to both 
of us, and you can live here as long as you want.”

“But I doubt she’d want to live here with me. There 
can only be one mistress of the house. And if you leave, I 
don’t want to live here alone—that’s the point! Too many 
ghosts. I can still see Pop…”

He shook his head. “Please, please don’t get me started 
on Pop. This is too important to have us end up screaming 
at each other. I only have a little over an hour left.”

“An hour left for what? Are you dying?”
“For goodness sakes, Victoria. Please let me stick to 

my topic and get this out, and then you can start the fire-
works if you want to.”

“Me start? I was minding my own business up here, 
just peacefully humming a sweet early American classic, 
when you burst out of your precious war room and dis-
rupted my tranquility!”
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She shrugged, went to her computer, and started typ-
ing things in.

You would understand if eBay were your hobby. What is 
your special interest?

She started humming the theme to “Song of the 
South.” It gave him a brilliant idea how to kill three birds 
with one stone…just as soon as he saved the country from 
this dirty bomber.

She looked suspicious. “That war diary sounds like 
something you would want.”

“Well, yes, as a matter of fact, I do.”
“Aha! I thought so! This is just you and your adoles-

cent fixation on eBay again. When you started going with 
that Cajun girl, I thought at least she would finally break 
you of your eBay addiction, but somehow it seems to be 
getting worse! I just don’t understand it. There are eBay 
packages coming and going almost every day. What’s the 
point? If you’re just going to turn around and sell it next 
week, why buy it? You’re like a hamster spinning his wheel. 
Tons of activity but you never get anywhere with it.”

He looked at his watch. “Victoria, there’s no time to 
keep debating this. If I don’t act soon, someone else will 
win this. And if it’s this guy I’m talking about… I mean, 
consider your patriotic duty…”

“How much do you need?”
“Remember, now, this is for Uncle Sam… A thou-

sand dollars.”
“And Uncle Sam can’t pay that for you to save the 

country.” A statement, not a question.
“No he cannot. There are very strict rules against gov-

ernment money being used for private online auctions.”
She sighed and headed for her desk to get their check-

ing account numbers so she could e-transfer the cash into 
his PayPal account. “You owe me.”

“Don’t worry. I should have at least half of that much 
back in just the next few days. I’ve sold a bunch of my 
coins and knives and such and turned a little profit on 
most of it, but not all my buyers have paid yet.”
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numbers. Press that button, baby, press it like you do mine, 
but do it no later than thirty seconds before closing.”

“I don’t mean that kind of talk, though you are making 
me hot. I mean something to distract me, take the edge 
off. Remember how you volunteered to set my sister up 
with that work pal of yours? The singer? I’ve got a great 
idea for a four-way date that might lead to a solution to 
all our problems.”

“Sure, baby, sure. But keep watching that clock. How 
many seconds left?”

“Forty-two, forty-one, forty…”
“Push it, baby! Push the button! Ride it hard! Ooooh! 

I’m going to explode!”
He couldn’t believe how hard he was getting. He never 

before thought of eBay as a sexual turn on. But he pushed 
that button—hard—right at the thirty-second mark.

The screen looked confused as eBay central received 
five, maybe six or seven bids at essentially the same 
instant. The price ultimately rose to $3001.11. The list-
ing read, “Auction ended.” And the winning bidder 
was TomTom_III.

Brad thought he might shoot off rockets. “We won, 
baby! We won!”

“I knew you could do it, big boy. You big, naughty boy. 
Do you want a cigarette?”

“You know I don’t smoke. Oh, you mean…nah, but 
how about a nightcap over at your place. Say in about 
twenty minutes?”

“Oh, mister big nasty eBay man! I’m not dressed, and 
my parents aren’t here. Ooh! What shall I do?”

10
There were twelve minutes to go until the war diary auc-
tion closed, and the price hadn’t budged in the past hour. 
Brad knew there must be something like six to eight peo-
ple—maybe more—dotted all over the country right now, 
all hunched over their computers at this very moment. 
Some with green tea in their hands like Brad, some with 
coffee, maybe some with beer or gin and tonic. But they 
all had one thing in common—focusing intently on this 
one auction, trying to figure the most they could afford, 
trying to gauge how much the others would bid, waiting 
till the last possible second to pop those final numbers in.

He entered his numbers for his ultimate bid and poised 
with his finger over the submit button. He felt like Ike 
waiting back in Southwick House near Portsmouth for 
the D-day invasion to begin. He couldn’t stand the ten-
sion. He needed at least his Lieutenant Kay Summersby 
on hand. With one eye on his watch, he dialed Mary Lou.

She picked up right away. “Did you win?”
“I don’t know yet. Three minutes to go. I thought you 

could talk me through this.”
“Okay, now take deep breaths and don’t wait till the 

very last second. Something can always go wrong, and you 
need to save a few seconds in case you have to reset your 
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It appeared that Brad’s attempt to shut up Brubake once 
and for all wouldn’t work. The man came steaming into 
his office once again the next morning.

Brad looked up from his computer. “What do 
you want?”

“There’s only one way to settle this, you green-
skinned lizard.”

Brad shrugged. “Yeah? What’s that? Compare IQs? 
Anyone over single digits could bounce you.”

“No, I’m talking mano a mano. One day when we’re 
not wearing uniforms. When there’s no SPs around. You 
and me. Then we’ll see.”

“Any time. Any place. But I promise you’ll end up 
the loser.”

“We’ll see, green cheeks. We’ll find out.” He whirled 
and stormed out with such a swagger that he seemed to 
hit both sides of the doorframe at once.

The next day Brad almost got into wrecks twice on 270 
north in his distracted haste to get home and check his 
mail. Hope against hope, he could hardly breathe as he 

“Make it twelve minutes. And I don’t think I’ll even 
need my car to get there!”

Despite his overwhelming desire to end the evening 
in her arms, he hurriedly used PayPal to send the money 
to Sue’s_Husband and added the brief note, “Please send 
immediately by overnight express. I’ll pay the difference.”
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Sweet! No time for green tea. Brad couldn’t risk spill-
ing a drop on his treasure.

There was also no time for the meowing cat. Brad 
picked him up and put him out of the room, closing the 
door behind him.

Now for an examination of the diary.
First he noted it definitely seemed old. This was not a 

recent creation made to look aged by exposing the paper 
to sunlight or something. It had an old, musty look and 
smell just like a book locked up in a trunk would have 
after six or so decades.

He examined the binding without opening the book. 
The glue had begun to crack and the folios to separate. 
He needed to read this with care to avoid damaging its 
essential structure.

He could now see the cover clearly for the first time. 
On the eBay picture the seller had covered up the name, 
but Brad saw it all now. Diary of an American Officer in 
Himmler’s SS. Then skip a line, “By,” another line then “1 
Lt. Hermann Schumacher.”

There was no time right now to read everything, so 
Brad skimmed the first hundred or so unnumbered pages 
until he could find the reference to the nuclear reac-
tor at Haigerloch. There were pages and pages about 
Schumacher’s recruitment by the OSS during his train-
ing at the Officer Candidate School at Fort Benning 
then his special intelligence training in Great Britain at 
Wandsborough Manor and then Arisaig, Inverness-Shire, 
Scotland. Then there were pages about his final instruc-
tions by Lieutenant Colonel Stewart Menzies at SIS 

opened the mailbox…and there it was! A small overnight 
delivery package.

Joy of joys!
His hands trembled slightly as he carefully tore open 

the package. There it was: Diary of an American Officer in 
Himmler’s SS.

He burst through the front door of their home, danced 
over to Victoria, who stood putting away dishes, and gave 
her a big bear hug. “We won! It’s here! Already!”

She seemed to be trying to suppress a grin but couldn’t 
help herself. It popped right out on her face, giving her 
a radiant beauty Brad had not seen since Mom passed 
years ago.

“So that’s it? That little book is what the fate of the 
free world rested on yesterday?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know. I haven’t read it yet. But 
if anyone sounding or looking like a Cujo-Man calls or 
shows up asking about it, don’t let him in.”

“Cujo Man? How will I recognize him?”
“With a name like that, I think you’ll know him when 

you see him.”

Brad rushed to his e-mail to thank Sue’s_ Husband for 
the prompt shipment and offer to pay the extra shipping. 
But he found a message from the man already there, wait-
ing in his mailbox. “Don’t worry about the extra cost. I got 
ten times more than I expected out of this auction, and I 
am just glad to get Dad’s diary out of the house.”
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March 13, 1945, Munich. Some say the war may 
end soon, though none dare say out loud whom 
they believe will win. Others say the Fuehrer 
still has secret weapons that will turn the tide 
and make the glorious Third Reich victorious. I 
have seen written references and heard hushed 
talk about a secret atomic fission weapon being 
developed in a cave at Haigerloch. This vil-
lage lies in southwestern Germany in the valley 
of Eyach, in the Zollernalbkreis district. I do 
not understand the science, but it sounds like 
a frightening thing that could change the war. 
It may give Hitler the power he needs to win. 
I must tell Marta. If the allies bomb the area 
around the cave, they will certainly do signifi-
cant damage and set back the work even if they 
don’t completely destroy the project.

Brad kept thumbing through rapidly, hoping for more 
on Haigerloch. First he had to skim more pages on the 
growing unease in the High Command—the ruthless-
ness with which the Gestapo treated traitors, how the SS 
grew so desperate for more men that they began to recruit 
non-Germans from the occupied territories, the fear for 
Germany’s future after the war, and Marta’s despera-
tion. She appeared to be falling for him emotionally and 
growing frantic for personal assurances that she would 
be looked after if they both survived the war. Hermann 
seemed torn between telling her what she wanted to hear 
and the truth—that he had little power to help her and 
feared both would die either in the coming Allied offen-

headquarters in London—how he had been flown into 
a remote area of Nazi-held territory by an engineless, 
soundless glider and released from a C-47 tow plane from 
just behind the friendly side of the frontline to drift into 
hostile territory alone. How dangerous that had been.

Though by this time the Luftwaffe posed little threat, 
plenty of antiaircraft remained available, and armed patrols 
on the ground scoured the countryside for infiltrators, 
escaped allied prisoners, or deserters from their own side. 
Brad read how the diarist used the real papers and uni-
form of a lookalike SS Obersturmfuhrer who had been kid-
napped by Allied supporters precisely so Hermann could 
assume the man’s identify. How he met Marta, his con-
tact in Munich, still the center of most SS activities and 
his strange relationship with her, at times working simply 
as partners in espionage, at times feeling overwhelmingly 
drawn to her, compelled by her physical charms and sexual 
boldness. At other times he felt repelled by her hubris and 
thoughts of her daily activities in the brothel and disgusted 
by his own attraction. He vacillated among feelings of pat-
riotism, lust, guilt, shame, fascination, and repugnance.

But secrets aplenty he had access to while working at 
the SS headquarters in Munich. At least a dozen times or 
so he was able to get crucially important war information 
to Marta, though he never knew what happened to it after 
that, whether the Allies got it and what they did with 
it, including his absolutely vital advance warning of what 
would later be called the Battle of the Bulge.

Finally Brad reached a section on Haigerloch:
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across such a document in your father’s collec-
tion of war mementoes? If so, I would very much 
like to see it. If not, please forgive this intrusion.

Whether or not it could be found now, Hermann had 
risked his life in an attempt to sneak out top secrets about 
early nuclear reactor design and atomic bomb work. Did 
that envelope contain anything valuable even today, or 
was it just information that now was common knowledge 
in the nuclear science community?

Brad knew, for example, that some of the Nazi secret 
research during the war got simply taken over and pro-
gressed further by the Allies afterward, often with the very 
scientists who had worked for Hitler now working for the 
victorious Allies. Things like rocketry and missile design, 
for instance. But other secrets had seemingly vanished, 
and even modern science had not yet recreated them to a 
productive extent, such as the German-invented process 
for producing vehicle fuel by liquefying solid coal. The 
Nazis produced over one hundred thousand barrels a day 
of fuel with this process, which has not been duplicated in 
an economic way since.

Did that envelope contain something valuable to mod-
ern science even now?

“What’s the matter, sweetie? Tea not good?” Mary Lou 
sat on the couch next to him, over at her place.

She had given him green tea, plopped down close to 
him, and he hadn’t grabbed, kissed, or nuzzled her.

sive into the heart of Germany or at the hands of the 
Gestapo should their secret spy activities come out.

Finally, another segment on Haigerloch:

March 29, 1945, Munich. I learned which 
office was monitoring the work at Haigerloch. 
At great risk today, I went there on the pretext 
of needing some supplies and began chatting up 
the junior men in the office. I caught a glimpse 
of documents on a far-off table. During an 
air raid when everyone else ran down to the 
shelters, I snuck back and saw the design of 
the secret project. I do not understand it, but I 
committed it to memory.

I believe I was seen by a guard when leaving 
that office. I dare not return to Marta for fear 
of implicating her. I will draw what I saw, seal 
it in an envelope, and leave it at the designated 
hiding place behind the loose brick.

I hope if they catch me I have the courage to 
take my cyanide pill before they take me apart.

A sealed envelope with more Haigerloch secrets—where 
could that be? Did the man ever leave it at the hiding 
spot? Had he kept it, maybe created a duplicate? Could 
Brad get it? He e-mailed Sue’s_Husband again.

Your father’s diary is a treasure. He was coura-
geous, a patriotic American, and a hero, and I 
hope you can be proud of him despite certain 
indiscretions. I hate to ask, but a key section 
refers to a sealed envelope with more on the 
nuclear project at Haigerloch. Have you come 
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be okay. Don’t worry. And your diary has to have a happy 
ending, right? I mean, the guy did his patriotic duty and 
then came home and lived a long and happy life. Right?”

Long, certainly, but happy? Brad hoped so, but he won-
dered whether 1st Lieutenant Schumacher lived with 
regrets for the rest of his life.

“What do Cajuns do when they’re feeling blue?”
Mary Lou brightened and jumped up. “They play ‘Blue 

Bayou’ and other great Cajun music! You want to hear 
the CD you got me and used in that eBay auction to con 
me into marrying you?” She didn’t wait for an answer but 
rather laughed and bounded to the CD player to put it on.

“Con? Why you little Cajun spice rose! I’m going to 
get you for that!”

He jumped up and chased her around the room till she 
let him catch her, melting her body against his as he held 
her tight, and responding warmly as he gave his first deep 
kiss of the evening.

She looked up at him invitingly, seductively, as he 
broke his lips away to take a breath.

“Let’s go to the bedroom,” he whispered, still holding 
her tightly, every cell in his body tingling with excitement 
and desire.

She stood on tiptoe and planted another kiss on his 
lips then twisted over to his left ear and begin to blow 
softly, sweetly, warmly, until he grew insane with longing.

She moved to the other ear and whispered in a husky 
voice, “Still feeling blue?”

“Are you kidding?”

He broke free from his reverie and looked at her. “I 
don’t know. I haven’t tried it yet.”

He put the mug on the placemat on the corner table 
next to him. On the other side of the room sat her large 
plasma TV where they sometimes watched football games 
on satellite stations together, especially if the Ragin’ Cajuns 
were playing. Photos of Louisiana bayou country dotted 
the walls, and to the right, where the kitchen looked all lit 
up, shrimp were boiling in an enormous pot on the range.

“So what is it? Buyer’s remorse over how much you 
had to spend to get that war diary?”

He mused, still caught between that world he had 
been reading about and his own—one leg in the present 
and one in a different century, different continent, differ-
ent zeitgeist.

“No…not remorse over the money, over getting it. But, 
yes, a little remorse over descending into that other world, 
that other time and place—in reading it. That American 
spy led such a dangerous, terrible existence, every second 
expecting his world to come crashing down around him 
and the Gestapo to close in.”

She put an arm around him and looked sweetly into 
his face. “Don’t read it then, if it bothers you so much.”

“You’re right. I think I’ll hold off reading the rest until 
I can get over the overwhelming sense of sadness it pro-
duces. Such terrible times…such terrible things the peo-
ple went through. It makes me fear for our future…and 
the kids we’ll have one day.”

She leaned up and kissed his cheek then nestled against 
his shoulder and took both his hands in hers. “Our kids will 
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As soon as he could, Brad took the war diary to a rare 
books’ and antiquities’ dealer he knew in Baltimore. The 
man owned a shop that Brad had frequented many times 
in the past. He very much wanted this book to be authen-
ticated from that war era—or not, as the case may be. He 
had to know what he had just spent three thousand dol-
lars for.

Mr. Braskins had an antiquated and musty shop down-
town, one with an old-fashioned bell that clanged when 
someone opened the front door. The man himself looked 
as ancient as some of his books, as if he should have retired 
ten or twenty years ago. A slight crown of thin white hair 
ringed his otherwise almost entirely bald head.

Large brown age spots covered all his visible skin, 
and he had a slight tremor in his legs when he stood still, 
though not when he moved. The same went for his arms 
and hands. When reaching for something, the motion 
seemed smooth and steady, but when he was simply hold-
ing something still or hanging empty, they trembled. Yet 
he had keen grey eyes that still glistened with intelligence 
and a lively interest in everything around him.

Brad walked past shelf after shelf of old books, Victorian 
originals, giant dictionaries from previous centuries, and 

“That’s what Cajuns really do!” Then she broke away 
from his embrace, ran to the bedroom, leapt upon the bed, 
rolled over, and welcomed him with open arms. “Baby, 
you’ll never have to feel blue again with me around!”

“Woo hoo!” he crowed, stopping just long enough to 
put the shrimp boiler on slow simmer before joining her 
on the bed.
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mean the contents are necessarily false or imaginary—
just that they were recorded later. So if your definition 
of a diary is a daily record written down on the dates the 
events happened, in that sense it is a fake.”

“I suppose.”
“But where do you draw the line? Let’s say a twelve-

year-old girl has been writing and dating her entries every 
single day as they occurred. But when she goes to summer 
camp for two weeks, she doesn’t want to take her diary 
and have some stranger grab it, read it, and make fun of 
her. So she maybe keeps brief notes to remind her later 
of facts and events or maybe even writes out complete 
entries on plain paper kept folded in her sock or some-
place else hidden. Then when she gets home, she consid-
ers her diary so precious that she wants to complete it and 
fills in the missing days later, either from rough notes or 
possibly even verbatim from her loose sheets. Would you 
call that a fake?”

“Certainly not. Even when written on a daily basis, 
you couldn’t claim that a diary is the absolute truth in any 
event. It is always a personal record, filtered through the 
person’s perceptions and influenced by moods and so on. 
It’s not objective.”

“Just so. Now multiply those kinds of factors by an 
importance of ten or a hundred. Your spy wouldn’t dare 
cart around and fill in a diary while about his undercover 
business. If someone ever found it, it would be a clear 
giveaway of his guilt. He would certainly die.”

Brad nodded at the old man. “I get your drift. During 
those actual days he may have kept some brief notes, per-

rare first editions of early American works. He stepped 
up close to the old man, knowing he was hard of hearing, 
and shook his hand, smiling at him. The man smiled back, 
his lips looking very pale and thin, his head turned down 
slightly from the neck, but his eyes looked up at Brad.

“Mr. Braskins, this is the diary I phoned you about. 
Could you evaluate it, please?” Brad handed it to him.

Braskins placed it on his checkout counter and turned 
on a desk lamp. Without looking up, still examining the 
book from all sides, he said, “Fascinating title, my friend. 
I can understand your interest.”

Brad nodded and waited.
Braskins continued to look at every edge and angle 

then opened the book, smelled it up close, and examined 
the paper with a huge magnifying glass. “I am sorry to 
tell you that this book was written after the war, probably 
around 1946 or 1947.”

“You’re sure?”
“Well, I can’t be sure at this point how long after the 

war it was written, not without advanced tests to deter-
mine the exact chemical composition of the ink. But I can 
say with certainty that it wasn’t written during the war. 
This kind of paper didn’t even exist then.”

“So you’re saying this is a hoax or a fake.”
“Not necessarily anything that harsh. Would someone 

create a hoax and store it for decades?”
“No, I suppose he’d show it to the world and try to 

cash in.”
“Exactly. I just mean that the entries were not written 

on the actual days provided in the date citations. It doesn’t 
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lected from all these rad sales, he would have more than 
enough to pay Victoria back.

But the negative twist in the rad book auctions tied his 
intestines into knots. The winning bidder in every single 
case was Cujo-Man. As Brad feared, it didn’t take long for 
the eBayer with the unhealthy interest in dirty bombs to 
catch on to his ploy of distracting the man from the diary 
auction with a plethora of rad book auctions. Winning 
them all had to mean the man realized everything and 
now conveyed to Brad the message that he had Brad in his 
sights. There was no way he could have found all of them 
just by randomly scouring listings. He had to have run an 
eBay search on Brad’s other items for sale and thrown big 
money at all of them as a signal to Brad.

Cujo-Man would pay and want those books and 
probably something else. But what? Brad’s life? Would 
Brad become the third missing defense scientist in the 
Frederick region in one week?

Brad checked also his watching group of 
WeirdScienceBabe’s listings, which he had assumed were 
actually Louella LeBrock’s. Everything sold, and for 
pretty good money, but feedbacks were starting to come 
back negative for the first time in this seller’s eBay career. 
It seemed she wasn’t settling up with customers and send-
ing out those items related to defense against biological 
weapons. Brad felt certain Louella had been this seller 
and was now out of the picture, likely dead. That was 
something he needed to discuss in follow-up meetings 
with the FBI agent with whom Colonel Fukioki had put 
him in contact.

haps in code. Or maybe he just had a fantastic memory. 
Then when the war ended and he felt safe again, he com-
pleted his diary, making it as accurate as possible. His 
intention was to create a personal record of significant 
events, not a hoax to deceive anyone.”

“Not knowing the man, of course, we can’t be sure. But 
that would be my best guess. Yes. Not quite a diary as usu-
ally considered, despite the title. But more of a narrative 
journal written in full after the events but still express-
ing what he considered as important facts, not fantasy or 
deception. You did say the man was deceased, correct?”

Brad nodded. “Yes.”
“Then I think that is the best answer I can give you. 

And you’ll never know for certain.”
Brad mused. “Maybe not for certain. But the diary 

refers to another document he created as a spy. If I can 
locate that, it would at least prove in that case whether 
he was relaying fact or fantasy. No one in the mid-1940s 
could have a diagram of that secret weapons project unless 
he was there.”

“Then I hope you can locate that diagram.”
“So do I. Thank you, Mr. Braskins.”
When Brad got home, he checked his selling listings 

on eBay. All the remaining Gil Hibben knives sold for, on 
average, about what he had paid—some for more, some 
for less, but it balanced out. All the silver dollars sold, and 
his complete Peace silver dollar collection turned a nice 
profit. When he checked his numerous rad auctions, he 
was surprised both in positive and negative ways. They all 
sold for top dollar, more than he expected. Once he col-
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When Brad got home after work the next day, he found 
two interesting e-mails.

The first was from Sue’s_Husband.

I have only sold about half of Dad’s things so 
far. But since you asked and paid such a nice 
price for the diary, I took a quick peek through 
everything else. I did find a sealed enve-
lope with Haigerloch written on the front. I 
haven’t opened it. Strangely, only a few hours 
after you wrote inquiring about such a docu-
ment, another gentleman from eBay did the 
same thing. I am considering holding a pri-
vate auction just between you two, rather than 
go through eBay. I doubt anyone else would 
appreciate its significance. I don’t myself, but I 
am open to an offer.

Sheesh! I had hoped that old flake would just give it to me free 
as a supplement to the diary I paid a fortune for. Now what?

He turned to the second e-mail, and it chilled him.

I know what you did. You stole that diary from 
me. I am willing to pay what you did but no 

He wondered if he might be the next target. The FBI 
needed to know about that too.

That evening Brad had another nightmare, and he 
woke up in the middle of the night with a scream trapped 
in his throat, his heart thumping, and his pajamas moist 
with sweat. He tried to remember the dream narrative but 
couldn’t. He could not recall whole scenes or the dream 
story progression that he usually could in such cases. All 
he could remember were bits and pieces, disjointed snip-
pets. Pop appeared in the dream. Just sort of floated in. He 
looked just like he did in real life on that horrible night 
when… Brad couldn’t finish the thought. No wonder the 
dream receded from his consciousness. He always fought 
to suppress his horrid memories of Pop.

But someone else had also flitted into his dream. 
A small, wiry, tough-talking guy like Pop but not him. 
Lieutenant Brubake!

For the first time, Brad realized consciously the essen-
tial similarity between the two men. Both had pugna-
cious, combative natures. Both had harsh, constantly 
critical tongues. Was the lieutenant as brutal to women as 
Pop had been? As addicted? He didn’t know. But the two 
men shared enough similarities that Brad had a sudden 
insight into why he never got along with the navy lieuten-
ant and why he tended to act childishly in reaction to him. 
It was as if Pop’s ghost inhabited Brubake and continued 
to haunt and persecute Brad.

My God. Will I ever be able to overcome my unresolved 
conflict with Pop, or will he just haunt me forever? What will 
it take to exorcise his evil spirit from my life?
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Brad sipped his green tea and wrote an e-mail back to 
Cujo-Man.

I am a military historian and very interested 
in particular about items from World War II 
that may alter our current understanding of 
that incredible war. If you are really Marta’s 
son, please give me some reassurance of that 
fact and state specifically what you want. I cer-
tainly don’t want to stand in the way of you 
exercising your sense of family honor. Do you 
require the original, or would a copy suffice? If 
you want the original, do you mind if I keep a 
Xerox copy for historical purposes?

Brad didn’t particularly care what the man said, as long as 
he said something. He wanted to keep open the dialogue 
with the presumed killer long enough to get his address or 
make other contact and let the FBI know.

The answer came back before Brad could finish his 
next cup of green tea, decaf this time, for he wanted to 
sleep well tonight, since tomorrow was the big shindig 
with Victoria.

more. I will ask you for it nicely only once. It 
rightfully belongs to me. Marta is my mother!

Cujo-Man
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Okay, I see he’s your father and Marta’s your 
mother. You don’t have to get so excited. It’s 
just eBay, for Pete’s sake. Send me the money 
by PayPal, and I’ll mail you your diary. Just 
relax, okay? It’s not the end of the world.

Within minutes he got a reply.

I’ve sent the money to your PayPal account. 
You should get confirmation within a second 
or two. And don’t mail it. I don’t want to give 
you time to make copies or do anything weird 
with that diary. I want you to meet with me 
this evening and give it to me in person. We 
live in the same area.

Bing! The PayPal message popped up, indicating Cujo-
Man had deposited the money. And it was the full 
amount. Whatever happened next, at least Brad could 
repay Victoria for that thousand dollar advance she pro-
vided so he could buy this in the first place.

Another e-mail popped up, this time from 
Sue’s_Husband.

Forget about that private auction I men-
tioned for the secret Haigerloch documents. 
The other bidder made me an offer I couldn’t 
refuse. I sold it to him, and he already has it. 
Sorry to disappoint you.

Probably Cujo-Man making him an offer like he just made me.
Brad wrote back to Cujo-Man.

You saw the excerpt! Everybody in the world 
did! Do you think I want anyone to read what 
that SOB did to my mother? If you make any 
copies, I swear I will kill you. I want every-
thing, and I want it tonight. You’re lucky I’m 
willing to pay for it. You want proof I’m her 
son? When I was a kid in Germany, Mama 
told me my real father had red hair and walked 
with a limp from a bicycle accident when he 
was a child before leaving Germany, when one 
of the first Kleinauto’s ever made hit him in 
Wolfsburg, Germany, in 1932. I’ll bet that 
bastard’s diary has a mention of some of that. 
Check it and see. Then you’ll know I’m telling 
the truth, jerkwad.

Brad didn’t even bother to check. Anyone with a story 
that specific was either telling the truth or was very clever, 
trying to trick him into surrendering the diary. In either 
event, he wanted to play along and bait the trap for this 
apparent dirty bomber with a big chip on his shoulder. If 
the claim was true, perhaps this helped to explain Cujo-
Man’s motivation for wanting to harm his adopted country.

If he was the son of a prostitute who risked her life 
to help the Allies during the war and then felt betrayed 
not to be given citizenship right afterward—taught her 
son nothing but bitterness against the USA, against the 
American military—perhaps that was why he wanted to 
strike at both with radioactive dirty bombs. Seemed like a 
plausible enough motive to hold up in court.

Brad e-mailed back.
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where that is. I don’t want to wait there all 
night while you get lost.

Brad e-mailed back.

Yeah, I know the place, I can make it.

Cujo-Man responded.

Wear civilian clothes but your army black beret 
so I can recognize you.

How do you know I’m in the army? What else do you know? 
What other surprises do you have in store?

Brad knew the guy must be capable of swift violence if 
he took out those two other WMD experts without leav-
ing a trace.

Brad had an urgent phone call to make and not much 
time to reach the destination where he would either die or 
help catch a killer of WMD experts.

I got your money. Just take it easy, okay. No big 
deal. Whatever that man did to you has noth-
ing to do with me. I didn’t hurt you. Just calm 
down. By the way, is your mother still well? 
Where do you want to meet to get the diary?

Brad received the answer in a few minutes.

That’s more like it. You may as well bring the 
crate of radiation books you owe me too, unless 
you’ve already shipped them. Meet me at seven 
p.m. in the parking lot of Dutch’s Daughter 
restaurant. It’s in the middle of Frederick, right 
off Highway 15. Got that?

Brad looked at his watch—6:15 p.m. That was cutting it 
close. He e-mailed back.

I asked how your mother was. I am genuinely 
interested in her side of the story. I can imagine 
how she would feel after all these decades to 
have such a document surface in public. About 
meeting: forty-five minutes isn’t enough time. 
I’m not even dressed. Give me at least an hour.

The response arrived in a couple of minutes.

Not that it’s any of your business, but my 
mother passed away several years ago. I’m glad 
she never lived long enough to know her story 
was being blasted around the world. One hour, 
then, at Dutch’s Daughter. Confirm you know 
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As a final thought, he retrieved one of his Gil Hibben 
Rambo knives as a little extra insurance in the possible 
fight to come. Funny, he had always thought of these sim-
ply as cool movie collectibles, but now one might actually 
prove useful. He selected the one from First Blood, hop-
ing that name wasn’t an omen of what would soon come.

Now to confront the dirty bomber. Brad arrived at the 
parking lot ten minutes early to find it bustling, which was 
not surprising since this was a Friday night at the peak of 
dinner hour. He chose to park as far from the crowd and 
the entrance as he could, so he drove to the extreme end 
of the parking lot near a copse of trees. Beyond the brief 
stretch of wooded area lay some office buildings, now 
apparently closed for the day with empty parking lots. If 
it came to shooting, Brad would try to maneuver around 
so as to fire in that direction, rather than the Victorian 
brick mansion of the restaurant, now jumping with scores 
of people.

Brad kept the Camaro’s driver door open and stood in 
that spot, his weapons on the seat a couple of feet behind 
him under a newspaper. He held the diary in his hand. 
He felt like an idiot standing in civilian clothes with his 
army beret on, right there near a lamppost where anyone 
could see him.

A car drove up, and a couple emerged. The woman 
looked lovely, well dressed in a white evening gown.

The man took one look at him and sauntered over. He 
wore a navy-blue blazer and tie.

15
Before heading out to his rendezvous with the dirty 
bomber/killer, Brad made sure he had his Model 19 Smith 
and Wesson .357 magnum revolver and the diary. He had 
loaded special frangible bullets called Glaser Safety Slugs 
as a precaution. If these hit the flesh of his target, they 
would penetrate like any bullet. But if he missed and hit 
some bystander’s windshield or a nearby homeowner’s 
window, these bullets would shatter on the hard surface. 
They wouldn’t ricochet off the street or sidewalk, they 
wouldn’t penetrate drywall, so they provided much more 
safety to innocents who might happen to be in the area of 
any action.

The revolver, Brad suddenly realized, proved much too 
hefty to carry without being noticed. He would have to 
leave it in the car, perhaps under newspaper and with the 
door open so he could retrieve it readily.

In case he never made it through tonight, Brad wrote 
two brief notes expressing his love for the two women in 
his life. He put one in a sealed envelope addressed to Mary 
Lou and the other in a separate envelope to Victoria. He 
left them on top of his desk, but upside down so they 
wouldn’t be noticed unless someone had to go through his 
papers later.
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He turned back toward Brad and raised his arm back 
for a punch then fell backward, unconscious, as Brad’s 
right fist crashed a mighty blow into his upper cheek 
and forehead.

Brad gave an all-clear wave to people he could not 
see, if they were even there yet. He turned to the lady. 
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Brubake. There’s nothing else I could do. 
Would you like me to carry him back to your car?”

She looked weary as if she had just replayed a familiar 
scene. “Yeah. Would you mind?”

Brad picked him up with both hands on the chest, just 
below the shoulders, and half carried, half dragged him 
to the car.

She followed with a sad expression on her face. “You 
must be Major Brad Stout, am I right?”

“Yeah.” He huffed from the exertion.
“Sam talks about you all the time. You know, he actu-

ally likes you.”
“He has a funny way of showing it.”
She opened the rear door of the Oldsmobile Delta 88. 

“Just toss him back there, okay? “
“Sure.” He gradually extended the unconscious body 

along the back seat.
“No, but I’m serious. He only talks like that to peo-

ple he likes and looks up to. If he really despised you, he 
wouldn’t talk to you at all.”

Brad shuddered with a memory of Pop abusing Mom. 
“I hate to ask this, but does he treat you like that?”

“Oh, heavens no! He knows I’d take a frying pan up 
the side of his head if he pulled that stuff on me. With 

Oh no! Not him! Not now!
Eyelids drooping, the man appeared to be well lit by 

several pre-dinner cocktails. He took long, halting steps, 
and his cheeks appeared flushed, and he had a wild light 
in his eyes.

“You’re out of uniform, Stout! What the heck are you 
doin’ here standing about like a scarecrow? You should be 
standing in a cornfield dressed like that. In fact you don’t 
look good enough even to make a scarecrow! You look like 
an empty scarecrow suit that lost its hay!”

“Not now, Brubake! You picked the worst possible 
time for this. Get out of here before you screw up some-
thing really important. I’m not kidding!”

The man kept edging closer, legs none too steady, then 
stopped about three feet away. His body leaned a bit to the 
left, and he swiveled his left foot wide to regain balance. “I 
figured you’d turn yellow when it came to it. You talk big 
around the lab with your fancy pants gold oak leaf on. I 
shoulda got mine before you—I made O-3 afore you did, 
then you jumped ahead o’ me in line for O-4!

“Yeah, you act tough when you wear that superior rank…
but…but when we’re both in civvies where the SPs can’t 
break it up, you show your true colors, you miserable yellow-
bellied, green-suited, embucking, piece of first class muck. 
You little lilly-livered, nerd-shake, two-faced icehole.”

The girl spoke up. “Sam, not again. You promised me. 
And we’re all dressed up for dinner. Just leave it alone, for 
God’s sake.”

He turned back at her. “This will only take one second, 
honey britches.”
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The stranger completed the picture by opening his 
mouth in a rigor mortis of a grimace, like something Lon 
Chaney Sr. would do in the days of the great old silent 
films. He had a toothy maw with spittle dripping onto his 
lips like a rabid beast.

Definitely a Cujo man.
Finally the feral mouth spoke. “TomTom the third?”
“Yeah. Cujo-Man?”
“Ain’t it obvious?”
Brad shrugged and tried to edge closer to the rear of 

the man’s car so he could quickly get around it back to his 
own car if need be.

“I don’t see the diary.”
Brad kept slowly edging around. “It’s over here. I 

dropped it by my car.”
Cujo-Man looked suspicious. “If your car’s over there, 

what are you doing over here? Are you trying to pull 
something on me, TomTom?”

Brad kept moving slowly. “Nah, I was just walk-
ing around. I got here early, and it was cold just stand-
ing there.”

The man got out of his car. He was huge and mus-
cular and towered over Brad —like a St. Bernard stand-
ing beside a slender golden retriever. He started following 
Brad around the back of his own Mustang.

“Are you going to give me trouble?”
Brad walked a bit more briskly now with the stranger 

not far behind. “Just relax, will you? There’s the diary. See 
it now?” He pointed to the pavement beside the driver 
door of his Camaro.

women he’s different. I’ll bet you’ve never seen him talk 
that way with any of the military women at the lab, right?”

Brad thought back. He remembered the time Brubake 
very patiently explained to Captain Parlez, the female 
adjutant, how important it was to avoid bringing dust 
into the nuclear reactor room to avoid creating radioac-
tive dust that could spread.

“No, you’re right. But look, you’d better get him out of 
here right away. I’m really doing something very impor-
tant here.”

Brad no sooner shut the door and said good-bye to her 
than a beat-up old Ford Mustang pulled slowly into the 
lot, and a very hairy driver scanned the area and visually 
zeroed in quickly on Brad.

Omigosh. It must be Cujo-Man, and I’m thirty feet from 
my car and weapons! And in the excitement with Brubake I 
closed my door and dropped the diary!

The Mustang rolled slowly around him and stopped 
between Brad and his own Camaro.

The Mustang’s driver lowered his side window all the 
way down.

Brad had never seen such a face. The man had well 
chosen his own eBay moniker.

On the top of his head he kept the hair short but let 
it grow long off to the sides, resembling somewhat the 
huge floppy ears of a St. Bernard. He had plump, sagging 
cheeks on which lay a variation of mutton-chop whiskers 
that reminded Brad of furry dog jowls. He had droopy, 
sad eyes, and a little goatee off his chin. Everything but 
the snout and nose reminded Brad of a St. Bernard.
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Brad raised his hands and made the move in signal as 
he did, hoping against hope there was someone out there 
to see it. But no sudden moves or bullhorn warnings or 
shouts from the trees alerted Brad to the presence of any-
one else. Maybe they hadn’t made it in yet with the brief 
time window that Cujo-Man demanded.

“So what did Klaus try to pass to your mother about 
the nuclear reactor at Haigerloch?”

“Klaus wasn’t his real name. You’re just trying to test 
me. It was Hermann, and you know it.”

“Okay, so you’re for real. Now how about the diagram? 
Was it real also?”

“It’s a simple diagram drawn from memory after see-
ing the plans in the SS documents room. It shows lit-
tle blocks of uranium suspended by chains so they could 
lower them into the reactor pit and raise them to slow or 
halt the chain reaction so it wouldn’t melt down like the 
first one.”

If Cujo-Man is telling the truth, and if Hermann drew 
that diagram during the war, then he had to be a real spy. I’d 
love to get my hands on that diagram and have it authenticated.

Cujo-Man waved the revolver at Brad. “Enough jab-
ber. Now gimme those rad books.”

Brad started to open his driver door.
Cujo-Man barked, “Why aren’t they in the trunk? You 

couldn’t have a stack that big in the front seat. What are 
you trying to pull?” He moved closer to get a look, loom-
ing over Brad.

Brad knew it was now or never. He crouched over and 
bolted forward like a football offensive tackle on the snap, 

“What did you put it on the ground for? That’s not 
any sign of respect for an old relic like that! Someone 
could have driven right over it.”

Brad paused beside his car, picked up the diary, and 
turned toward the stranger. The driver door of the Camaro 
behind Brad remained shut.

“Look, it slipped out of my hands. I didn’t do it on 
purpose. It’s fine. Look at it.”

Instead, Cujo-Man looked around the parking lot. “You 
were here with someone else, weren’t you? Where did they 
go? You got someone hiding around here, spying on us?”

“Just relax, will you? Here’s the diary, and I’ve got your 
rad books in the car. By the way, you’re the one that bought 
that sealed Haigerloch envelope from Sue’s_Husband, 
aren’t you?”

Cujo-Man took the diary and leafed through it. “Yeah, 
so?”

“I wanted that too. I’m an expert on Germany’s research 
on nuclear weapons during World War II. Would you 
mind telling me what the envelope contained?”

The man reached into his jacket and pulled out a revolver.
Brad thought it looked like a snub-nosed .38 special 

but couldn’t tell for sure in the dim light and shadows. In 
the distance, a few people left the restaurant, talking gaily 
among themselves and heading toward cars near the res-
taurant entrance. No one seemed to be paying attention to 
Brad and this maniac way off in a shadowy corner.

Cujo-Man pointed the revolver straight at Brad. 
“Sure, I don’t mind telling you. It won’t do you much good 
now anyway.”
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“Yeah, well I gathered that from seeing your all-clear 
signal. That’s why we didn’t arrest him too.”

“You saw my signal but didn’t see the dog man threaten 
me with a pistol?”

“In the dim light we didn’t realize he had a weapon 
until he fired it.”

“Didn’t you see my signal to move in?”
“We saw it, and we did start moving in that instant. 

You just didn’t see us in the shadows.”
Brad sagged backward against his Camaro for support. 

“Well, it’s over now. This is the fellow who has bought on 
eBay everything he needed to make a radium dirty bomb 
and also a bunch of stuff relevant to making an actual atomic 
fission bomb, though heaven knows where he could ever get 
the weapons-grade uranium or plutonium to complete that.

“And he was starting to acquire biowarfare materi-
als as well. And I’ll bet my next army pay raise he’s the 
one behind the disappearance of those researchers from 
USAMRIID and ICD last week. If he had nailed me 
tonight, he would have completed a trifecta—one scien-
tist each from the three WMD defense labs in the region.”

Cooper bent over to pick up the diary from where 
Cujo-Man had dropped it.

Brad protested. “Can’t I keep that? I went through a 
lot to get that and gave it up only because it was the one 
piece of bait that would flush this rabid creature out into 
the open.”

“Sorry. Evidence. I have to take it in. After the trial 
and the appeals conclude, put in a claim with the court, 
and if you’re lucky, you’ll be able to get it back.”

pummeling into Cujo’s solar plexus and grabbing his right 
leg in both hands, pulling it out from under the man.

Cujo-Man’s hands flailed into the air. He dropped the 
diary and pulled the trigger, firing a round harmlessly into 
the night sky. Then he collapsed on his back on the pave-
ment with a pained grunt.

A big voice came booming over a loudspeaker. “FBI! 
Drop your weapons! You’re under arrest!”

Within moments, half-a-dozen agents swarmed over 
the man like summer hornets on spilled syrup. He let go 
of the revolver as they rolled him onto his belly and hand-
cuffed his hands behind him.

Special Agent Tyrone Cooper, the one who had been 
in contact with Colonel Fukioki for some time over the 
dirty bomb eBayer, Cujo-Man, walked over to Brad, who 
still stood beside his Camaro. Cooper was black, medium 
height, wiry, and made of pure muscle. He looked like he 
could have been a quarterback on a pro football team.

“Are you okay?”
Actually, now that the danger had passed, Brad felt 

quite shaky from the flood of adrenalin and found it rather 
hard to stand, but he would never admit that.

“I’m fine. What kept you guys? I thought you were going 
to let the wolf man kill me so you’d have better evidence.”

Cooper laughed. “What a thing to say! It seemed obvi-
ous you had the situation under control. You’re a pretty 
cool dude in a tight pinch. Two of them in one night, in 
fact. Who was that first character, by the way?”

“Some pest from my lab. Sheer coincidence he came 
by right then. He’s got nothing to do with this case.”
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“Ooh, I think I’d better have that on the rocks. That’s 
strong stuff.” Brad still felt rather weak and sat on the sofa 
as she got him a few ice cubes.

“So what’s the big mystery, Brad? Nothing bad, I hope.”
“No, not bad at all. But I wanted to tell you myself 

before you see it in the papers tomorrow. I just helped the 
FBI catch a dirty bomber and, I think, a killer.”

Her lovely eyes flew wide open, and she nearly dropped 
the glass.

“I’ll be old and gray by then.”
“Out of my hands. Sorry.”
After the FBI agents finished taking pictures of the 

crime scene and collecting all the evidence, and after the 
Frederick News-Post reporter left following the interviews 
with Brad and Special Agent Cooper, Brad drove straight 
over to Mary Lou’s and rang the doorbell.

She lit up like a bayou frog-gigger’s moonbeam light 
when she saw him through the peephole in the door and 
opened it to him. “Hi, sweetie! I didn’t know you were 
coming over! I would have gotten dressed up if I’d known.”

“I think you look just perfect.”
She had recently washed her hair and set a few curlers 

in place. She wore her Ragin’ Cajuns blue t-shirt with-
out her bra underneath and wore raggedy jeans with holes 
around the knees.

He stepped into the room, closed the door behind 
him, and immediately took off his jacket. Her place felt as 
warm as the Louisiana wetlands.

She kissed him lightly on the lips but pressed her ful-
some chest against his, stirring that familiar longing.

“Want some green tea? It’ll just take me a minute.”
“Better make it something stronger. You got any of 

that Drambuie left that we picked up last Christmas?”
“Stronger? You okay?” She bounced out of the room 

like an ethereal swamp sprite.
“I will be now that I’m here with you.”
“What do you mean?” She flitted back in brightly and 

handed him a tumbler with two fingers of hard liquor in 
it. Straight.
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in the car watching in the rearview mirror, Brad saw Mark 
bound optimistically to the door, and Victoria beam when 
she answered it. It reminded Brad of when they were kids 
and the Easter egg hunt was about to begin. Victoria 
would be all lined up in the front with a big grin on her 
face and plow ahead just as soon as the whistle blew. 
Somehow over the years she had lost a lot of that opti-
mism and enthusiasm and grown bitterer. Brad so hoped 
that tonight could represent a new beginning for her.

Mark and Victoria were already laughing and discuss-
ing music by the time they got to the Camaro.

Mary Lou looked at Brad and rolled her eyes. He 
grinned slyly back at her.

Their bubbling conversation continued in the back 
seat without a pause as Brad drove the four of them to the 
Weinberg Center for the Arts in Frederick for the Marine 
Corps Band performance of “A Tribute to Stephen Foster.” 
In historical order they played all the great favorites, such 
as “Oh! Susanna,” “De Campton Races,” “Swanee River,” “My 
Old Kentucky Home,” “Good-Night!,” “Jeanie With the Light 
Brown Hair,” “Gentle Annie,” and “Beautiful Dreamer.”

During the concert, Brad had his arm around Mary 
Lou but couldn’t help noticing his sister, two seats down, 
humming along with each of the melodies in turn—not 
loud enough to bother anyone but just enough to show 
how much she enjoyed the music. Every now and then, 
Mary Lou would give Brad a playful pinch, and he would 
have to struggle to keep from laughing.

Finally Brad had done it—realized how to reach out 
to his sister on a more adult level rather than continue the 

16
Finally the big night came. Brad picked up Mary Lou at 
her house where Mark Perkins was already waiting. Mary 
Lou had been saying for some time that Mark might be 
a good match for Victoria. Mary Lou and Mark worked 
together in the same office at NIH and had become cas-
ual pals. Mary Lou described how he had a great singing 
voice, had joined his church choir, and had even gotten 
involved in some local and regional singing competitions. 
Singing was his primary interest outside of work. She 
even described his personality as she did Victoria’s, find-
ing both of them tall, aloof, and a bit officious.

And at forty she said Mark seemed about right for 
Victoria at thirty-eight. Most importantly, when Mary Lou 
showed Mark a picture of Victoria that Brad had shared, 
she said Mark’s eyes flew wide, and he actually went, “Va va 
voom!” Since he normally seemed a little shy and standoffish, 
Mary Lou took that to be a strong sign of genuine interest.

When Brad got there, Mark held a giant can of Foster’s 
Aussie beer in his hands, which Brad concluded was the 
least the man might need to get through this evening 
with Victoria.

Luckily, Brad found himself proven wrong. Brad drove 
the three of them to his house to pick up Victoria. Sitting 
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modern adaptation first, because then they’ll understand 
the words better and learn how to sing it themselves more 
easily. But it’s a shame if they never hear the original at 
all. The richness of the verbal tones combines with the 
music to take the listening—or performing—experience 
to a higher plane. It’s not just the meaning of the words 
that counts but also their sound.”

“I get your basic concept, but sing it now in the mod-
ern version.”

“Okay, here goes:

The Camptown ladies sing this song,
Doo-da, Doo-da

The Camptown racetrack’s five miles long
Oh, de doo-da day

“Oh, no! I hate it compared to the original. They didn’t 
just update the words. They made it politically correct and 
completely dropped the gambling reference!”

“Right,” said Victoria. “Culturally, it’s a completely 
different experience. Now it’s shortened and modernized 
into just a silly little limerick. However, most modern 
versions do mention the gambling later on—they don’t 
totally edit it out.”

“How about the chorus? That’s got gambling in it, too.”
“Sure, here’s the original:

Gwine to run all night!
Gwine to run all day!

I’ll bet my money on de bobtail nag,
Somebody bet on de bay.

sibling rivalry hostilities they had grown up with in a des-
perately sick household. It was the most unselfish, selfish 
thing he had ever done—try to make her happy so that he 
could be happy.

In the car on the way back to Mary Lou’s place 
after the concert, Victoria kept singing lyrics of Foster’s 
“Camptown Races” and commenting on them.

“Mark, are you a purist who likes the original complete 
with old dialect, or do you prefer the modern adaptation 
into today’s English?”

Mark seemed fascinated. “I’m not really sure. Sing a 
verse both ways and let me see.”

“Okay, here’s the first verse the way Foster wrote it 
in 1850:

De Camptown ladies sing dis song, 
Doo-dah! Doo-dah!

De Camptown racetrack five miles long, 
Oh! Doo-dah day!

I come down dah wid my hat caved in, 
Doo-dah! Doo-dah!

I go back home wid a pocket full of tin, 
Oh! Doo-dah day!”

She accentuated the earthy dialect as she sang. Mark 
chimed in on the doo-dahs, and the two of them sounded 
like a practiced duet together. Brad glanced back in the 
rearview mirror and thought his sister looked abso-
lutely radiant.

She said, “See, that’s the way Foster meant it to be 
sung. I guess I have no objection if they teach kids the 
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things to share with Mark that would likely bore you to 
tears. Mark, what do you say, my place or yours?”

Mark’s eyes bugged open. “Whatever you want is fine 
with me.”

As they walked over to Mark’s Mercury coupe, Brad 
drew close to Victoria for a second and whispered, “Don’t 
forget your umbrella!”

She gave him a poke in the ribs but grinned.
“Now what?” Brad asked, turning to Mary Lou as the 

other two drove off.
She opened her arms and enveloped him, smiling 

warmly and making his flesh tingle all over. “Let them 
go off and practice their doo-dahs. You and I can make 
our own kind of doo-dahs right here. Good old Louisiana 
Cajun doo-dahs.”

Brad hugged her back but pretended to grimace. 
“Okay, but please don’t say those doo-dah words again. I 
never want to hear them again! Not ever!”

The next day, Brad got to his AFRRI office and saw on 
his desk a six-pack of bottled green tea. He walked over 
and picked up the small card on top.

It read, “With my compliments—Sam,”
What will Sam Brubake think up next? He gingerly 

examined the bottles. The seals appeared intact. He took 
a quick whiff of the package. Everything smelled and 
looked normal.

“Stout,” came a voice from the door behind him. 
“Don’t worry. There’s nothing wrong with ‘em.”

“Now here’s the modern version:

Goin’ to run all night
Goin’ to run all day

I bet my money on a bob-tailed nag
Somebody bet on the gray.

“Well, I have to admit that sounds more understandable, 
and they kept the meaning of the original. The original 
sounds kind of racist to modern ears, doesn’t it? I guess I 
like the original in the verse but the modern in the chorus.”

“You’re cute when you can’t make up your mind,” 
Victoria said, sidling closer to him.

Brad glanced back in the rearview mirror and saw 
Mark give her a little kiss full on the lips. He couldn’t 
believe the wonderful change as his sister bloomed.

Mary Lou said, “Victoria, you have such a lovely voice. 
Would you please sing ‘Blue Bayou’ at our wedding?”

“Why, my dear, that is so sweet of you! I can’t give it 
Linda Ronstadt’s full-throated, bluesy intonation, but I’ll 
do my best. I’d love to perform at your wedding.”

Mary Lou beamed. “I’m sure you’ll do a wonderful job 
with that song. It’s one of my favorites.”

Brad reached over and gave her hand a grateful squeeze.
Mark piped in. “I’d also love to hear you sing that!”
Victoria beamed. “Happy to oblige. Both of you.”
At Mary Lou’s house, she invited all of them in for 

a nightcap.
Mark seemed willing to go either way, so Victoria took 

charge. “That’s very sweet of you, dear, but I have some 
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Brad also grinned with genuine humor. “Shut your 
cloaca hole, navy man.”

Brubake looked hurt.
Brad took a bottle of the tea and opened it with a flick 

of the wrist. “Sorry, old man, I got carried away. A bit too 
much, wasn’t it? How about, shut your pie hole, then?”

“That’s better, gecko whip. No hitting below the belt 
among shipmates.”

Brad took a long sip off the tea bottle. “That’s good 
tea, Sam. Thanks! And by the way, I think the navy white 
uniform is the best uniform in the entire American mili-
tary. No wonder you navy guys get all the cute girls. Your 
wife is a knockout!”

Sam beamed, patted Brad on the shoulder, and walked 
out without another word.

Brad whirled to see Lieutenant Brubake in his door-
way sporting a shiner on his left eye. There was a little 
swelling along the left cheekbone too. But he still had a 
swagger on his face.

The man stepped into his office and extended his hand 
for a shake. “No hard feelings, old man, okay?”

Still mystified, Brad took his hand and gave it a 
brief shake.

The Lieutenant added, “I didn’t know you had the 
balls. I mean, I thought you were just one of those tall 
army scientist pretty boys who do all their fighting with 
their brains. Then I read in the paper this morning that 
you foiled a dirty bomb plot and caught a terrorist. Hell, 
you’re almost good enough to join the navy, Stout!”

“Thanks, Lieutenant Brubake. But I must say, this 
change of heart surprises me.”

“It’s all about the balls, man! I mean, I still think the 
army is the wankiest service in the whole military. Most of 
you green suiters are a few rivets shy on the old bulkhead. 
But you personally have gone up a notch in my esteem. 
A big notch. If you ever want to branch transfer into the 
navy, I’d be proud to serve aboard a ship with you.”

Brad raised his eyebrows. “Now you’re sounding too sen-
timental. I happen to think that as the oldest and biggest 
service, the army is the best. And the navy is just an also ran!”

Brubake’s eyes opened with astonishment. Then 
he caught onto the joke and responded with a genuine 
smile. “Now look, you green-suited, green-shirted, green-
tongued son of a gecko! No one maligns this man’s navy 
while I have legs to stand on and breath to draw!”
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silver dollars sealed in plastic and graded by one of the 
numismatic societies.

Brad wanted to draft his article for the journal 
Radiation Medicine. But first he had to catch up with his 
e-mail. It shouldn’t take long.

Green tea in hand—this time Salada with original 
anti-oxidants formula, that is, vitamins A, C, E, and gin-
seng—Brad sat before his computer. TomTom quickly 
joined him and purred in his lap as Brad checked his 
e-mail. He saw something from a vaguely familiar name—
Snakehead666. The message stated:

I saw your recent rash of items related to 
radioactivity and nuclear medicine. They look 
very interesting. I bid on several of them and 
even had the high bid till up near the end. 
Unfortunately for me, some sniper came in 
at literally the last minute and took them all. 
Do you happen to have any duplicates or simi-
lar material, either for sale to me directly or 
for listing on eBay in the near future? Thank 
you for your kindness—KC (AKA on eBay 
Snakehead666).

Snakehead—what a name to call yourself. It immediately 
invoked in Brad a vision of James Carville the political 
strategist and commentator, with his long, narrow face 
and beady eyes. An even more snake-like image popped 
into his mind, that of a circus sideshow performer he had 
seen years earlier at the Great Frederick Fair. That guy 
had called himself Snakehead or Snakeface or Anaconda-

17
With Cujo-Man in FBI custody, Brad thought his life 
might get back to normal again. He planned to cut way 
back on eBay for a while, spend more time writing up 
his scientific manuscripts for publication in peer-reviewed 
journals, and spend more time with both his fiancée and 
sister. He still hoped to get them closer to each other, as 
well as to him.

Brad looked again at the two letters he had left sealed 
and addressed—one to Victoria and one to Mary Lou—
just in case he never made it back from serving as the 
FBI’s bait to catch Cujo-Man.

Should he tear them up now? Having survived the 
encounter, it might look maudlin if they read his poten-
tially final declarations of love at this point. No, he couldn’t 
share them now, but he didn’t want to destroy them either. 
Who could know when he might meet some other unex-
pected end? These letters might mean something then.

He kept the envelopes sealed but added a brief note on 
the back of each about the date and his reasons for writ-
ing and for keeping them. Then he locked them in the 
small combination lock Sentry safe that he used for his 
most important eBay collectibles, such as MS-65 Morgan 
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might be or even whether he did eBay. This would require 
more detective work.

First, did Snakehead666 recently buy chemical war-
fare items? Brad ran an eBay search for completed auc-
tions by that bidder and discovered the man had recently 
purchased several military handbooks and CD-ROMs 
related to nerve agents and medical countermeasures 
from a number of different sellers.

Brad turned his attention to the half-dozen sell-
ers. Which of these, if any, might be the departed ICD 
researcher? Snakehead666 recently purchased the 
CD-ROMs from a dealer named Chem-Guy who listed 
his item location as eastern Maryland shore. The other 
dealers hailed from the Midwest or California area.

Brad looked at the Maryland seller’s feedback record—
pages and pages of it. Chem-Guy had been with eBay for 
many years but had a fairly spotty record. Even early on 
he had a few neutral and negative comments thrown in 
with many rather tepid positive ones—almost no rousing 
endorsements of the sort solid eBayers regularly earned.

Consistently responsible eBayers like Brad and Mary 
Lou frequently got feedback comments like, “Super 
eBayer!” “Prompt communications!” and “Would love to 
buy from again! AAAA++++!”

But Chem-Guy’s most positive comments seemed to 
run along the lines of “Good eBayer,” “Recommended,” or 
“Pays on time.” And those were the best ones. He also had 
a number of neutral and negative comments that Brad 
always considered the eBay kiss of death. Things like: 

man, or something like that. And he had truly a snake-
like fluidity of movement seen in humans only if they 
were gymnasts or contortionists.

It was as if the man’s skeletal system didn’t obey the 
orderly laws of physiology and biomechanics. He could 
move slowly and rhythmically like a cobra hypnotizing 
prey and then suddenly strike. Brad shivered just thinking 
of that surreal circus act. Years later, when they brought 
that act to the circus on the parade grounds at Fort 
Detrick’s open house on Armed Forces Day, Brad had 
refused to see it again.

He didn’t like snakes to begin with, and people associ-
ated with snakes in any sort of intimate way seemed dou-
bly eerie. He remembered Ken Russell’s hideous imagery 
of the snake crawling through a human skull in the rock 
opera movie Tommy. He thought of the actress JLo men-
aced by a giant anaconda. Snakes on a Plane? He couldn’t 
even get past the ads on that one. He never saw the film 
itself. Such images made him shiver. He had always been 
practically phobic about snakes.

Brad could feel his heart thumping. He just remem-
bered something else. That eBay handle looked familiar. 
He pulled out the list of all the eBayers who had bid on 
WeirdScienceBabe’s auctions just before she disappeared 
from USAMRIID. He had made the list earlier but failed 
to check out all the other names on it once he saw the famil-
iar Cujo-Man. Yes, Snakehead666 appeared there too. He 
also had bought items from the doomed biowarfare expert.

How about the doomed chem-warfare expert from 
ICD? Brad had no idea what that fellow’s eBay handle 
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research associate who disappeared from ICD—that Bert 
Weedrick guy.

Omigosh! We may have caught the dirty bomber but not 
whoever killed the research associates at USAMRIID and 
ICD! He first targeted America’s premier lab for defense 
against biowarfare then the one against chemical warfare, 
and now he’s after the one against nuclear and radiological 
terrorism. Snakehead’s after me!

Brad decided he should take a long break and figure 
out how to respond to Snakehead666. Just that name gave 
him the willies.

He went upstairs for a fresh serving of green tea.
Victoria was reading the newspaper beside a steaming 

mug of black coffee, softly humming “Swanee River.” She 
looked more relaxed than he had seen her in a long time.

“That was fun the other night going out, just the four 
of us. Thanks, Brad, for setting that up.”

“You’re welcome, sis. You know, you really do have 
a lovely singing voice and quite a knowledge of early 
American music. Have you thought of giving up the quest 
for a scientific writing job and becoming a music teacher?”

“Thanks, Brad. Actually, I have thought about it. But 
I’ve got a couple of friends who teach in the public schools, 
and they tell such horror stories of teachers being helpless 
to discipline large classes with an unbelievable number of 
brats who can apparently get away with almost anything 
these days. I don’t think I could take it.”

“Would music classes be like that?” Brad put in a fresh 
Salada tea bag and poured the steaming water over it.

“Won’t answer e-mail,” “Shipped wrong item,” or “Failed 
to make good on warranty.”

If this guy didn’t sell relatively rare and highly desir-
able items, if he sold things widely available from other 
sellers, Chem-Guy would likely have gone out of eBay 
business by now.

Brad recognized the pattern. The guy appeared to be 
unreliable and irresponsible—maybe sort of bi-polar. For 
a while he would get gung-ho in the game and run up a 
long list of selling items in a short period, but then he 
would lose interest and not follow through, as he should 
promptly in every case.

Brad had occasionally bought items from sellers like 
that but soon learned to avoid them. They proved slow and 
incomplete in e-mail communication, took inordinate delays 
in shipping items out after they had received payment, and 
would often respond with either no feedback or bland feed-
back such as “Good buyer” no matter how nicely and effi-
ciently Brad treated them. Such sellers always left Brad with 
a sour sensation that he had wasted his time with them.

Chem-Guy and his ilk were probably drunks or 
addicts or unmotivated slackers—those irresponsible peo-
ple who sort of drift through life causing more problems 
than they ever solved. But at least for his first few years, 
Chem-Guy managed to get some packages through and 
earn some positive feedbacks—but not recently. All the 
recent feedback proved negative. He seemed completely 
out of commission.

Brad felt sure that Chem-Guy was now deceased and 
would never fill those orders. Chem-Guy was likely that 
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the newspaper. Go save the world again or something. 
Garfield is too much today, and I can’t believe how Dilbert 
can consistently prove to be funny, ironical, and cubicle-
accurate all at once.”

“Isn’t the word ironic?”
She laughed. “Are you going to give me trouble again?”
He smiled. “Well, if you’re going to teach college, 

you’ve got to use language precisely.”
Brad still had no clear sense of how he wanted to 

respond to Snakehead666. He decided to go see Mary 
Lou, since she always had a way of relaxing him and get-
ting his mind off his troubles. He didn’t want to discuss 
the disconcerting e-mail situation with her but just hoped 
for an enjoyable evening that would allow him to clear his 
head and make a better decision on his own later.

Brad called first and then went over to Mary Lou’s. 
She smiled at him as she opened the door and gave him a 
peck on the cheek. But she didn’t seem her usual cheery, 
chirpy self.

And the room felt distinctly cooler than usual—not so 
swamp like. For the first time since he started dating her, 
she must have turned the thermostat down to something 
approaching normal Maryland levels.

“Want some green tea, sweetie? I got a huge new box 
of that Bigelow you like so much.”

“Thanks, love.”
She turned away, plodding to the kitchen to make the 

tea. He caught up to her in three steps, grabbed her, and 
turned her around, facing him. He gave her a hug, but she 
stood there limp, looking down rather than at him.

“In some schools that would probably be the worst. I 
mean, I would love to teach the good kids who behaved 
themselves and had some interest in the subject. That 
would be great. I’d love to share with them some of the joy 
of music and early American cultural history as expressed 
in music. But if I also had a dozen kids in class who just 
wanted to whisper to each other and pass notes and IM 
each other and make faces every time I turned my back, I 
think I’d go crazy. I just don’t have the patience.”

Brad held the paper strip at the dry end of the tea bag 
and swirled the wet end in the steaming brew. It looked 
rather like a tiny sea serpent stirring the depths of a min-
iature Loch Ness.

“In other words, the bad would rob you of any sense of 
achievement or enjoyment with the good.”

“Precisely. So if music appreciation was mandatory in 
a school district, I would always have a bunch of kids who 
wanted to be any place but in my class.”

Brad pulled out Nessie the tea serpent, tossed her 
aside, and took a sip of Loch Ness. “How about college 
teaching, then? Wouldn’t that be more of the self-selected 
who really wanted to study music?”

She put down the newspaper and mused, looking up 
toward the ceiling. “Well, I doubt any university would 
take me, because I don’t have my doctorate like you do. I 
just have a master’s degree. But I did do my thesis in early 
American music. Maybe—”

He completed her thought. “Maybe a junior college.”
“Maybe. Wouldn’t hurt to look into it.” She picked up 

the paper again. “Now be off with you and let me read 
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“Shoot, woman, I’m in the pirogue with you for life. 
We are going to paddle through the bayous together for-
ever. Just you and me. And the new little ragin’ Cajun.”

“Well, Brad, knowing my family history and all, I’d say 
there’s a good chance that it’ll be two ragin’ Cajuns!”

“Two? Oh, heck, I’ll have to build a bigger pirogue!”
That night Brad had one of his rare lucid dreams. 

It began as so many of his nightmares did, whether he 
remembered them the next day or not. It began by replay-
ing Pop’s real last night on earth.

Pop had been violent again that day, beating Brad and 
Victoria’s mother yet again and screaming so much at the 
children that the two sibs literally hid under a bed, cringing 
and holding each other’s hands, their eyes wide with terror.

Brad was twelve at the time, entering puberty and 
starting his growth spurt, almost as tall as Pop already. 
Pop had always been short, the runt of his family. Brad 
seemed destined to take after his grandfathers and uncles 
in height. Pop was short but strong and wiry. He could 
dish out severe blows and often did…to all members of 
the family.

But Brad was starting to think and feel like a man. 
Cowering under the bed that night with Victoria, he felt 
he should do something. He whispered, “I’m going to 
stop that bastard from hurting Mom! I’m going to teach 
him a lesson!”

Victoria whispered, “No! He’ll kill you too!”
But Brad had already released her hand, skittered out 

from under the bed, and raced toward Pop, screaming, 
“Stop hurting Ma!”

“Okay, Mary Lou, what’s wrong? Did I do something? 
If so, I’m sorry.”

“No, no, Brad!” She looked up at him. “You didn’t do 
anything…not wrong, anyway.”

“So what’s bothering you? Job? News from family?”
She looked away again. “It’s just that my gator bite 

is late.”
“Gator bite? What are you talking about?”
“You know, my red nutria got lost in the swamp and 

hasn’t shown up.”
“Red nutria? What the heck are you talking about?”
“You are one dense man for a dry lander. I’m talking 

about my bayou moon harvest, my crawfish red day, my 
wild rice spill, you know!”

“Ohhh! You mean your period!”
“Geez, you dry landers are so abrupt about it. We 

Cajuns like to be a little more subtle, like a hunter in cam-
ouflage stalking his deer. You know, stay in touch with 
earth rotations and moon tides, just keep things natural 
and quiet. You don’t have to bellow like a bullfrog in the 
moonlight. The early frog gets the gig, you know? Geez!”

“Sweetie, sweetie, my lovely Cajun Girl. I’m with you 
now. We’ll just move up our wedding a little bit. It’ll 
be okay. No problem. Jambalaya and shrimp Creole all 
around. I told you I wanted to make a new ragin’ Cajun 
with you.”

She hugged him, looked up into his face, and smiled. 
“You really mean that, don’t you? You’re not just trying to 
throw Spanish moss over the little Cajun, are you?”
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didn’t end as usual with him shrieking wide awake and 
trying to flail at the tattered images thrusting themselves 
onto his consciousness.

No, this time he had a lucid dream. He felt like a direc-
tor shaping a new and improved ending to a bad movie. 
In the dream he walked over to the coroner’s gurney and 
struck the dead man full in the face with his right fist. He 
crashed into the man’s left eye and upper cheek. He felt a 
visceral sense of satisfaction.

Brad woke up believing the dream would trouble him 
no more.

The maniac held her upright with his left hand on the 
collar of her sweater and was slapping her back and forth 
with his right hand. His eyes gleamed with the fierce light of 
unholy rage. When he heard his son, he paused and looked 
over at him. He laughed like a mean and vicious hyena.

“You want some of this, you little turd? Then come 
and get it.” He let go of his wife, and she sagged backward 
to the floor.

Young Brad burst full speed at his father, pummeling 
the evil face and chest with impotent fists full of rage but 
lacking the strength to serve justice.

Pop just laughed. “You ain’t got crap, you little puke.” 
He slapped Brad across the face so hard the boy sailed 
backward several feet and landed on the floor, his head 
swimming in a daze.

“Leave ‘em alone, Jackie!” screamed his Mom, blood 
mingled with the tears streaming down her cheeks. “Or I 
swear I’ll kill you in your sleep.”

Towering over them all, Pop snarled. “You ain’t got 
crap! None of you! I’m getting’ the hell outa of here and 
score me some more coke.”

It was the last time they saw Pop alive. A few hours 
later, the police called for Mrs. Stout to come identify 
the body of her husband. Victoria stayed home, but Brad 
insisted on going with his mother. He had to see for him-
self if the monster really lay dead. He was just forty-two.

Brad’s dream that night began with that familiar, pain-
ful, and oft-repressed vision from the past, but the dream 
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Brad took each eBay handle in turn from the list who 
bought biowarfare items and then crosschecked it with 
all the people who had bought chem-warfare items from 
Chem-Guy. There were four names in common, one who 
had also fought in that raging eBay war to win the infa-
mous WWII Diary.

Next, Brad checked each of those four against the list of 
all the people who bid on his own selling auctions of radiation 
books. That didn’t take very long, since he had only produced 
a short list of such auctions and only once in his attempt to 
trap Cujo-Man. None of these four had bid on his rad items 
or had even so much as e-mailed him about them.

That left his original suspect, Cujo-Man, now safely 
behind bars, and his current lead suspect, Snakehead666. 
Was it possible the two of them worked as a team? Or was 
the former simply a crazed loner working on a dirty bomb 
and the latter the killer of the two scientists with no con-
nection between the two perps?

And now that he thought about it, something the 
dirty bomber said that night had never been explained. 
He knew Brad had been in the army and instructed him 
to wear his army black beret so he could spot Brad more 
easily at the rendezvous point. How did Cujo-Man know 
he was in the army?

Brad thought long and hard about all the selling auc-
tions he had posted in the past couple of years. True, he 
did like to write colorful and personal descriptions about 
the items he sold, but he couldn’t recall even one where 
he had mentioned the army. For example, when selling 
an old Morgan silver dollar, he might go on about how he 

18
Brad awoke with a crystal clarity about how to respond to 
Snakehead666’s e-mail. But first he wanted to make as certain 
as he possibly could that no other eBayer had bought from all 
three of the WMD experts—LeBrock from USAMRIID, 
Weedrick from ICD, and himself from AFRRI.

He dashed downstairs to his study, pausing in the 
kitchen only long enough to make some strong black 
tea. Green tea might have more antioxidants and prove 
more healthy, but right now he needed more caffeine for a 
steady and focused mind. He had a lot of work to do and 
not much time. In fact, he decided to screw work, if he 
had to. He would just go late and face the infinitely more 
intense traffic south down 270 into the DC beltway. It 
was far more important to help catch this killer.

He pulled out his list of the buyers of WeirdScienceBabe’s 
biowarfare items again. He ignored Cujo-Man, who was 
already in jail, and Snakehead666, who now led his list 
of suspects. But could he find others? He didn’t want to 
rush to judgment again as he had earlier when suspect-
ing Cujo-Man of all the crimes surrounding the Frederick 
area’s defenses against WMD.

For all Brad knew, there might be a team of agents 
involved all working together, not just a crazed loner.
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inside all the way to the bank with his geriatric female 
mark, thinking of how he would spend her money and 
then fall totally surprised into the trap the authorities set 
using her as bait. Like a king snake so focused on the field 
mouse ahead of him in the meadow that he doesn’t see the 
falcon swooping in on him for a meal.

The only problem was to provide suitable bait, some-
one who looked like an easy mark.

Brad had an idea how to make himself appear maxi-
mally vulnerable, an ideal target for the killer’s next victim.

He sent an e-mail reply to Snakehead666.

Thank you for writing. I’m sorry you didn’t 
get what you wanted, but I’m happy to get 
those higher bids, naturally. I can really use the 
money. Credit card debts are piling up, and I 
need cash fast to keep creditors off my back. 
I have duplicates of all those auctions you bid 
on before but lost, and I would be happy to sell 
you those copies for the bids you actually gave 
earlier. As long as we leave eBay and its com-
missions out of it, I can save enough money to 
make it worth selling at the lower price. So we 
both come out ahead. You won’t have to com-
pete at auction and maybe lose again. And if 
you live in my region, by any chance, we can 
meet, save on shipping, and split the difference 
on that as well. What do you say, my friend?

Brad knew con men loved anyone desperate for money or 
with a crooked soul. They became the easiest to play. And 
by opening himself too clearly, so soon, TomTom_III was 

had won this coin in a sales contest as a newspaper carrier 
when he was thirteen.

But did any of these back stories refer to his army 
career? He checked all the selling items still stored on his 
eBay pages, and nothing about the army came up there. 
He went into his files and pulled out all his old paper 
records from the past two years on eBay sales and went 
through them one auction at a time.

Nothing about the army. As he had recalled, he never 
sold anything related to his army career. So how did Cujo-
Man know?

And then Brad had an even scarier thought. If the 
dirty bomber had figured that out, could Snakehead666 
have figured out that TomTom_III was really Major Brad 
Stout, the man reported in the papers as the captor of the 
dirty bomber? If so, and if the two of them had worked as 
a team, old Snakehead would have it in doubly for Brad.

Brad needed to work fast to give the other man lit-
tle remaining time to figure out such things if he hadn’t 
already. Brad was on the cusp of becoming a husband and 
a father, possibly of twins. He didn’t want them to grow 
up without their father.

Now to set the trap for Snakehead666. The easiest 
people to con sometimes were con men themselves. They 
felt so superior to the presumed suckers they believed sur-
rounded them, and they were so busy trying to manipulate 
them, that they had no eye left to spot someone manipu-
lating them back. That’s why the police found it so easy 
to catch one if they could get someone plausible to play 
the role of a helpless mark. The grifter would be grinning 
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“I thought you studied biology. Raccoons have dark 
circles around their eyes, kinda like bandito masks. If you 
want to hunt them in old Louisiane, you’ve got to fol-
low the rules of the Louisiana Fur and Alligator Advisory 
Council and stick to your bag limit.”

“Fur Council? You trap raccoons for their fur?”
“Yeah, you never heard of Davy Crockett? Coonskin 

caps and all? And we eat ‘em too. They taste a heckuva lot 
better than possums.”

Brad looked at her askance. “Now you’re ribbing me.”
“I swear. Look up the council’s website if you think I’m 

kidding. All kinds of rules about licenses, fees, hunting 
seasons, and bag limits. Shoot, they talk about beaver, fox, 
nutria, and otter too. You name it, Cajuns’ll trap it, skin it, 
and probably eat it.”

“Wait a second. You’ve gone off on a tangent. You 
started by talking about two raccoons. So you went to the 
pet store and got two raccoons? I’d much rather have a cat 
or dog…or maybe no animals at all.”

“Don’t you speak Cajun at all after all this time know-
ing me inside and out?”

Knowing. Well, I thought I did. “Yeah, well right now I 
feel like I’ve just gotten to Avery Island in south Louisiana 
for the first time, and I can’t find my way to the salt mines.”

“You still have no clue?”
“I feel like Evangeline coming south from Canada a 

couple of centuries ago, bringing the French Acadians to 
the Deep South. I just spotted a bayou and don’t know 
what it is.”

obviously way too stupid to be working with the authori-
ties. So he would become a prime target for someone 
looking for a quiet, easy kill that would leave no trace.

After sending the message, Brad pondered whether he 
really was stupid to expose himself like that. He still had his 
copies of those documents, because Cujo-Man had never 
taken possession of them. But right now he had no one to 
back him up if the man he thought had killed those associ-
ates at USAMRIID and ICD came after him now. Without 
the prior setup established between Colonel Fukioki and 
the FBI in the dirty bomber case, would Special Agent 
Tyrone Cooper be so available to help Brad now?

Brad didn’t think he even had enough evidence yet to 
go to either his colonel or Cooper at this point. What 
would it take? He couldn’t be sure.

Still, Brad had the sinking feeling that Snakehead666 
had taken out WeirdScienceBabe and Chem-Guy and 
now targeted TomTom_III—Brad Stout.

“Sawbones says I do have two bandits in the bag.” Mary 
Lou had both hands on her hips and looked ticked off, her 
dimples replaced with frown furrows.

Brad had just walked into her condo. “Bandits in the 
bag? What the ach are you talking about?”

“You know, raccoons.”
Brad felt like he had landed on an alien planet and the 

strange new creatures were trying to communicate with 
him in an undecipherable tongue. “What?”
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That night Brad had another dream, a wispy, changing 
one—not lucid but with blurry, swift transformations like 
in a kaleidoscope.

They had gone into the bayou together and gotten 
separated. Something about hunting raccoons in the 
moonlight with .22 rim fire rifles. Brad had never hunted 
before, and he feared to shoot at all, not knowing where 
Mary Lou was. He couldn’t risk hurting her.

She screamed, and he ran in squishy, marshy steps 
toward the sound. When he reached her, he saw a snake, 
a huge anaconda as thick around as her waist, starting 
to envelope her and squeeze her life out. He didn’t dare 
shoot. He couldn’t even use the rifle as a club for fear of 
hurting her instead.

The coils of the giant snake spread around her entire body 
and kept squeezing. He wanted a knife to cut the malignant 
beast in two but didn’t have one. He had sold them all.

Suddenly he awoke with a start and bolted to a 
seated position in bed. “Not the twins too!” erupted from 
his throat.

His first lucid thought was that anacondas don’t 
live in Louisiana. It should have been a rattlesnake or 
a cottonmouth.

“Evangeline is just a myth. That’s just Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem. He just made her up out 
of dry twilight sky.”

“But you do have the statue of Evangeline there in St. 
Martinville, by the bayou. You told me about it.”

“That was just Dolores Del Rio making a movie and 
then posing for a statue to promote it. Now I’m talking 
about real bayou, oaks and moss, crawdads and gators, not 
N’owleans tourist BS. You still don’t know what I’m talk-
ing about? You don’t know me yet?”

Know. Very biblical. Adam knew Eve and produced a kid. Yeah, 
I know Mary Lou Boudreaux, queen of the Louisiana Bayous, 
queen of my heart, mate to my loins, bonded for life. I know her. 
“Honey britches, I’m just pulling your frog legs. You’re talking 
about our twins. Let me guess. One boy and one girl?”

She hugged him tightly. “We are on Blue Bayou on the 
same pirogue. You got it, owl master.”

He hugged her back. “I’m going to have my hands full 
with you, aren’t I?”

She purred. “Don’t you like having your hands full 
with me?”

He smirked. “You Cajuns really do have Tabasco sauce 
running through your veins, don’t you?”

“Why do you think they call us ragin’ Cajuns? It’s not 
just because it makes a roux of a rhyme.”

He kissed her like never before, like the full moon first 
kisses the quiet surface of the bayou after a thunderstorm 
and the alligator watches motionless, body under the 
water, only eyes and leathery nostrils protruding, intrud-
ing into the golden lunar glow.
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Snakehead666 here was both the cobra and the snake 
charmer. If he proved so compelling with mere e-mail, 
what must he be like in person? That fluidity in captur-
ing one’s attention and directing it where he wished must 
underlie his ability to slip into people’s lives and terminate 
them without leaving a trace for the police.

Brad would have to be extraordinarily cautious from 
this moment on. He needed eyes in the back of his head. 
And that reference to family? He had better warn Victoria, 
Mark, and Mary Lou all to be careful.

Brad felt they all could be in dire danger, yet he still 
had nothing solid to go to the FBI with. What could he 
say? Gee, Agent Cooper, I sold some eBay books to this customer, 
and he sounds so nice I’m scared? But how could he get more 
evidence before the perp could commit his next crime?

Then Brad remembered his snake dream of the night 
before and shuddered as if an Arctic chill had just blown 
through the house.

Brad needed to convey to Mary Lou the possibility of 
danger attaching to her because of her relationship to 
him, but he didn’t want to overly alarm her. With her 
volatile moods lately and with the news of carrying twins, 
too much anxiety could likely prove harmful to her and 
the babes. Yet no warning could leave her exposed unnec-
essarily. How could he strike the proper balance?

He decided this would work best in some new, neutral 
territory—some location they had never been to together 
before so that no previous feelings or expectations could 

His second thought was, Where did I put that Gil 
Hibben First Blood knife that I didn’t sell?

Slurping green tea, Lipton this time, Brad read his 
e-mail first thing in the morning. It didn’t take long for 
Snakehead666 to respond to Brad’s e-mail.

You sound as if you need money. I need the 
books. The sooner the better for both of us. You 
seem like such a nice man on eBay, wonderful 
feedback and all, but I like better your idea of an 
offline direct sale. I’ll take all the ones I bid on 
before, for my own highest bids, and there is no 
need to ship them. I see on eBay that the items 
are in the Frederick, Maryland, area. By happy 
coincidence, so am I. Please confirm my total of 
$313.13, and I’ll send the money immediately 
by PayPal. I can meet anywhere, any time you 
like, but please make it soon, preferably within 
the next twenty-four hours. Many thanks and 
felicitations to you and your family.

The note almost made Brad’s head spin. Something about 
the hypnotic rhythm of the word flow. Then it hit him. 
He felt just as if had been watching a snake charmer han-
dle a cobra. The reptile swayed back and forth, beautiful 
yet ugly and terrifying, and cast a hypnotic pall on all who 
watched and let the images—the word flow here—capti-
vate and distract their minds.
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“Oh, no alcohol for me, not with the twins, you know.” 
Turning to the waitress, she asked for iced tea. Turning 
back to Brad, she said, “Look, sweetie, there’s life-size 
mannequins there of the Blues Brothers from that John 
Landis movie. One looks just like John Belushi and the 
other like Dan Aykroyd!”

He looked at them and back at her and grinned. He 
thought she would like this place, and it had many other 
interesting decorative flourishes as well. Even in the bath-
room—at least in the men’s room—they had newspaper 
receptacles right above the urinals so that you could read 
the day’s headlines while you took care of business, though 
Brad thought that was a bit much. He wouldn’t get much 
reading done unless he had a phobia about urinating in 
public or had prostatic hypertrophy and took longer than 
most to get the yellow train rolling.

“I thought you’d like it here. And in addition to lots of 
Maryland dishes, they have a couple of Cajun ones too. 
Check out the menu. There’s Orleans jambalaya, with real 
andouille sausage.”

She gave him a serious look and took his hand. “That’s 
okay. I don’t mind trying Maryland dishes.”

He cocked his head and looked at her from the side.
“Yeah, I’ve been thinking,” she continued, “after we 

marry, there’s not much chance we’ll ever live in Cajun 
territory, is there? Not with your army career. I mean, the 
only major army base in the whole area is Fort Polk, and 
I’ll bet they don’t have many slots in your specialty there.”

He gave her hand a warm squeeze. “None that I 
know of.”

be attached to it. He decided to take her to dinner at 
Barley and Hops, a brewpub in Frederick, and broach the 
subject there.

Having called ahead, he found her ready and eager for 
a pleasant evening on the town. As they drove across town 
in his Camaro, she bubbled on about their wedding plans, 
dates, locations, invitation lists, etc. He let her cover eve-
rything she wanted to so that she’d be in a listening mood 
when he was ready to bring up his far more somber topic.

Most of his contribution to the conversation in the car 
became brief responses such as “Hmmm, okay,” Yes, dear,” 
or “Anything you want, sweetie.”

Barley and Hops was, thankfully, not overly crowded 
at the early hour they arrived. Brad loved just the smell of 
the place. Right by the entrance he could see the micro-
brewery apparatus for the beers they brewed there on the 
premises, including sacks of barley, piles of hops, an enor-
mous fermentation tank, as well as the long pipes car-
rying the golden brew to finishing tanks. Little placards 
explained how they made the various brews, such as light 
versus dark beer, and there were small display samples of 
things like the barley in various conditions from light to 
dark roast.

Brad asked the hostess to give them a table against the 
far wall farthest from the bar where a noisy happy hour 
was well underway and a TV over the bar loudly blared 
sports. The far side was practically empty and consider-
ably quieter.

The waitress came, and Brad ordered the Oktoberfest 
special beer. He looked at Mary Lou expectantly.
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“I know. And whatever happens, I love you.”
She smiled and said, “Me, too.”
He leaned over the table and gave her a little kiss on 

the lips.
Mary Lou turned serious again. “Now what did you 

want to talk to me about? I’ve never seen you so quiet as 
when we drove over here, so I know you’ve got something 
on your mind.”

“You know me so well, and we aren’t even married yet. 
What will it be like twenty years from now?”

She gave a seductive smile. “It’ll be wonderful. You’ll 
see. Now shoot.”

“Okay, here goes. Remember the dirty bomber and 
how I helped the FBI trap him and bring him in?”

“Do I ever! I’m glad you didn’t tell me about it before-
hand, or I would have been too scared to sleep or eat 
or anything.”

This is not going well, thought Brad. “Well, honey, you 
know there’s a certain risk in me being an army officer. 
Even when they don’t send me to a combat zone, there’s 
always some kind of hot spot or dangerous task that I 
might get sent on. When I was on army flight status at 
Fort Rucker drawing hazardous duty pay, most life insur-
ance companies wouldn’t even cover me. And there were 
a couple of deaths from rotary-wing air accidents that 
year there.”

“Yeah, but you’re not doing that now, right?”
This is going a lot worse than I expected. “Are you saying 

you don’t want to know about any of my hazardous activi-
ties until they are over and done with?”

“So I’ve been thinking. We’ll just move wherever your 
career takes you, and I’ll just adapt to wherever that is, you 
know? Like, now that we’re here, I’ll learn to like Maryland 
crab cakes. I hear they’re really swell. And if you get a 
job at Tripler Army Medical Center in Hawaii, I’ll learn 
to like poi and roast pig. And if we go to Germany, I’ll 
experiment with bratwurst, knockwurst, and sauerkraut. 
We don’t always have to do just Cajun stuff, you know? As 
long as we’re together, that’s what really counts.”

He looked at her with love mingled with a little sad-
ness. She was already struggling to accept a future that 
would change her life dramatically.

“But you’ll always be my Cajun queen, right?”
“Darn tootin’! Your ragin’ Cajun queen. And you’ll 

always be my Mardi Gras king cake.” She half giggled, 
but a small tear lingered just beside her nose.

He reached over and wiped it away, and she kissed 
his hand.

He stroked her hair lightly. “We don’t have to change 
everything all at once. You get the Maryland crab cakes, and 
I’ll get the jambalaya, and we’ll share half and half. Deal?”

“Deal!” She laughed.
Brad gave the order to the waitress and sipped the 

delicious beer she had just delivered.
Mary Lou said, “I’m sorry I’ve been so moody lately. 

But you’re a biologist. You know this phase won’t last long. 
With the babies just getting started, all my hormones are 
in turmoil right now, just like the brackish water where 
the fresh Mississippi meets the salty Gulf of Mexico. But 
we’ll be back to smooth sailing soon. You’ll see.”
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Believe nothing like that. Just close your mind to it. Think 
of the twins! Keep a cell phone with you turned on at all 
times. If someone keeps pestering you after you’ve told 
them to get lost, tell them you’ve called the police. And do 
it! There should be no one new in your life for any reason 
for the next two days. Just stick to the tried and true until 
this is over.”

She looked terrified. “Oh, my God, Brad! What have 
you gotten into?”

“Don’t ask unless you want me to tell you. It’s 
army business.”

Their food arrived, but neither of them felt like eating 
anymore. They took most of it home in doggie bags.

Things went a little better with Victoria. She wanted to 
hear the whole story and all the background to tease out 
the known facts—of which there were precious few—from 
the suspicions—of which there were many. She agreed 
there was not enough evidence to go to the authorities, 
yet it sounded like the real thing and could be dangerous. 
When Brad suggested she tell Mark and arrange to stay at 
his place for a couple of days, leaving Brad home alone in 
case the stranger came there, she immediately acceded. She 
reminded Brad to keep his gun handy and said they would 
invite Mary Lou also to stay with them until this was over.

Brad felt amazed at the transformation in her. Until 
meeting Mark, she would have nagged and carped at him 
for doing something so stupid and dangerous and risking 
all their lives. Now she seemed to accept it and deal with 

She stopped to think about that. She opened her mouth 
and started to speak then stopped again and thought 
some more. “Yeah, that’s what I’m saying for now before 
we’re married. I can’t bear the thought of anything inter-
fering with our wedding. Afterward, when we’re man and 
wife, then you can tell me anything you want, and I’ll just 
have to learn to live with it. I won’t necessarily like it any-
more then, but we’ll be facing it together. Now I feel like 
I would be facing it almost—well, half anyway—alone.”

Boy, have I failed tonight! “What if there was some-
thing I needed to tell you now to help keep you and the 
twins safe? You wouldn’t want to know about that either?”

“Absolutely not. I mean, I don’t want to know what 
it is you’re involved with at work that might affect us. If 
there’s something I need to do to protect the twins, just 
tell me what it is, and I’ll do it. But don’t give me all the 
scary background about what you’re up to. I swear it’ll be 
different once we’re married. I just can’t handle something 
like that now. Just tell me what I have to do. Fair enough?”

“It’s hard to tell you without explaining.” He paused. 
“Here’s all I can say right now, then. For the next couple 
of days, keep all your doors and windows locked. Don’t 
let any strangers come into your home for any reason, 
no matter what they say or claim to be. Don’t let anyone 
into your car. Don’t talk to any stranger on the phone. 
Don’t believe anything a stranger tells you no matter how 
important it sounds.

“You didn’t just win a great prize. It’s not the hospi-
tal claiming your mother had an accident. You don’t have 
to evacuate your house because there’s been a gas leak. 
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Brad made an entire pot of green tea as Victoria placed 
her phone call to arrange things with Mark. He got his 
.357 magnum and First Blood knife out as she packed a 
small overnight bag. He fished out some spare ammuni-
tion and a speed loader that held six shells in position for 
easy insertion into the cylinder of a revolver.

The moment she left, he went downstairs to e-mail the 
devil. First, he double-checked the figures for the ten indi-
vidual bids and tallied them up, noting wryly that the other 
man must have deliberately changed the true number to give 
it the superstition-arousing double thirteen. Then he wrote:

Thank you for agreeing to my offer. I got a dif-
ferent total than you mentioned, but the dif-
ference is negligible. Maybe my math is not 
as good as yours. Please send the amount you 
stated by PayPal, and I am available to meet 
you any time to hand over the books. If you get 
this message before I go to bed, we can meet 
tonight. If not, then tomorrow.

He wanted to seem to be the patsy, eager fool. He thought 
it was a nice touch to flatter the man’s math skills when 

it as reality, accepting the facts as they were, not how she 
would like them to be.

But as she left the room and apparently thought he 
was beyond earshot, she muttered, “Pop must have hit 
that boy too hard that night. Knocked all the sense right 
out of him.”

That hurt.
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Good Lord! thought Brad. Is this guy a numerologist? He 
keeps throwing out thirteen or 666 every chance he gets. Is that 
part of his approach to psyching out marks? Did LeBrock and 
Weedrick fall for tricks like that?

He wrote back.

See you in one hour.

All that green tea was making Brad feel jittery and in 
need of a bathroom. Brad took care of that; made sure 
he had his weapons, back-up ammo, and cell phone; and 
darted to the car. He wanted to be there early and spot 
that white Lincoln Continental the moment it drove up. 
The post office would be long closed by now, and the only 
cars likely there at this hour would belong to the handful 
of employees on the night mail-sorting shift.

As he drove from home, he tried to call Mary Lou 
and tell her that whatever was going to happen might go 
down soon and to take double precautions until Victoria 
and Mark could show up to take her to Mark’s place. But 
her home phone sounded busy. She had probably taken it 
off the hook to avoid the kind of calls Brad had warned 
about. She didn’t answer her cell either, so maybe she was 
taking a shower or something. He left a message at least.

At the closed post office parking lot, 7:11 p.m. 
came and went. Brad saw no sign of the white Lincoln 
Continental or any other car easing into the lot as if look-
ing for someone. Brad had anticipated something like 
this. Making the mark wait would lower his defenses and 
make him overly eager to conclude the deal when the 

he had made a mistake, certainly a deliberate one. Only 
someone with no confidence in his own intellectual abili-
ties would act so deferential as Brad had just done. He 
believed that approach would help allay Snakehead666’s 
possible suspicions.

Brad got back a reply almost immediately. The man 
must have been online and took only enough time to 
compose his message.

I just sent the money by PayPal. Can you meet 
in one hour? If so, tell me where you would 
find convenient.

Brad wrote back just as quickly.

One hour is fine. Do you know the shopping 
center on Seventh Street by the entrance to 
Fort Detrick? There’s a great post office right 
on Seventh there where I do all my eBay ship-
ping. It will be fun to do it there but not have to 
waste ten or twelve dollars to ship something.

Again there was a rapid reply.

Yes, I know it. I have one hour from now as 
7:11 p.m. for our meet time. I will not be so 
inconsiderate as to ask for your cell phone 
number, but I will give you mine in case you are 
delayed or otherwise need to call. The num-
ber is 240-613-4666. I’ll be driving a white 
Lincoln Continental.
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No, Brad had to get away as far as he dared before 
making contact. That might return at least some of the 
initiative to him.

He found another parking spot, waited till he could 
catch his breath, and then dialed.

An unfamiliar voice answered. It had a gentle, sugges-
tive, controlled and reassuring tone

“What took you so long? I’ve been waiting for 
your call.”

Brad decided to keep playing the clueless, helpless 
mark. “I’ve been waiting for half an hour. I’m sorry. Did I 
go to the wrong post office? Where are you?”

The man’s tone abruptly changed to something harsh. 
“You can cut the crap now. I know exactly who you are. 
You don’t know me, but I know you. I’ve outsmarted you 
every step of the way.”

Brad felt his heart thumping. “What? Where can I 
give you the books?”

“I said cut the crap. I don’t need your books, not now 
that I’ve got you.”

“Got me? What are you talking about? Where are you?”
“Oh, I’ve got you all right. Because I’ve got your pre-

cious fiancée. Your pregnant bride to be!”
Brad felt icicles of sweat dribbling down both sides. 

Surely not! It’s only been a couple of hours since I warned her!
“Don’t believe me, do you? Well listen to this. Say 

something to your precious boyfriend, my dear.”
Brad heard Mary Lou’s voice, quivering and near hys-

teria. “Brad…I’m sorry…I did everything you said…but 
he broke a window and got in before the—”

buyer finally showed up. A sense of relief would replace 
natural cautiousness and make the mark more vulnerable.

Ten minutes then twenty minutes passed. Brad had 
expected a slight delay. A long delay on purpose made no 
sense because the seller might get ticked off and leave, 
ruining everything.

He picked up his cell and prepared to call the number 
Snakehead666 had given him.

Omigosh! He froze. That malevolent serpent had 
planned all this. That’s why he gave the phone number 
out. He never intended to show up here. He wanted Brad 
to wait helplessly, get ticked off, and then call.

But why?
What came next in this cat-and-mouse morality play?
Was Brad being watched right now?
He decided to pull out of the post office parking lot 

and ease farther into the shopping center behind him, 
just barely close enough to keep an eye on this lot but 
far enough to remain unseen unless someone was already 
watching and tracking him—someone in the deep shad-
ows that lay all around.

He had a sudden hunch that he didn’t want to call 
and learn the next step in the serpent’s plot while still 
in the situation where Snakehead666 expected him to 
remain. Say, for example, that the man had gotten there 
just minutes before Brad did, left a hidden bomb, and 
then departed. If Brad were still there when he called that 
number, the man might know exactly when to remotely 
detonate the blast.
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Going against traffic helped, but Brad still found it tough 
to maintain maximum speed with his mind torn between 
his real mission and the mission Snakehead666 seemed to 
have in mind for him. But what the maniac wanted was 
impossible. The snakeman should have waited to obtain 
and read those radiation books that he seemed so eager to 
get. It couldn’t be done.

Cell phone still open to the monster’s number, Brad 
took a deep breath. “Are you still there?”

“Of course. I’ve always been here. Ever since I had you 
followed back to your office from your White House engage-
ment that day. That’s when I figured that if you were good 
enough for the president, you’d be good enough for us.”

So I was followed that day. I knew it!
“You got my message that day, right? A nice touch, 

that. The white powder and the whole city up in alarm. 
Metro stop closed. HAZMAT teams and police and FBI 
everywhere. Tens of thousands of people inconvenienced. 
All from a little bag of white chemicals. Nothing too 
obviously safe like sugar or flour, but a little concoction I 
cooked up to look like weaponized anthrax. I have abso-
lute power. I can close down your capital any time I want. 
And tonight I will destroy it.”

“That’s enough,” interrupted the snakeman.
Something ratcheted into a higher gear inside Brad’s 

head, and his military training took over. In an instant, he 
switched from loving family man into full warrior mode—
calm and self-controlled and thinking with crystal clar-
ity, all senses on maximum alert with total and complete 
attention devoted to nothing other than this one mission: 
kill this filthy rattlesnake monster and rescue Mary Lou 
or die in the attempt. There would be no other outcome. 
There could be no other outcome.

“What is it you want?”
A little laugh, if snakes could laugh. “It’s about time. 

Finally you’re with the program. I want you to drive down 
to AFRRI at once. Hurry, because Mary Lou and I are 
already halfway there, and I don’t want to wait long.”

“Then what?”
“You’re going to get me into your lab, the Armed Forces 

Radiobiology Research Institute, and help me blow up 
the nuclear reactor. We’re going to destroy Washington, 
DC tonight.”

Still on his cell, Brad peeled out onto Seventh Street, 
zipped over to 15 South, and headed toward 270 South 
and AFRRI.

Destroy DC? Destroy the nation’s capital?
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tended to care about that diary to draw you out into the 
open. We needed someone with inside AFRRI experience 
to open the doors to us.”

“So he didn’t even get that Haigerloch envelope from 
the seller Sue’s_Husband?”

“Oh, he got it all right. But only because he figured 
you wanted it and would come after it. No problem to 
terrify that idiot into turning it over. I mean, look at his 
eBay handle—Sue’s_Husband! He obviously has no per-
sonality of his own and felt like he was a reflection of his 
wife, just her shadow or something. He was a pushover, 
play dough in our hands, dead meat under the knife. Not 
like you…you took some planning, some care, some tough 
dealing. You were definitely a hard nut to crack. But I 
knew we’d win out in the end.”

“Win what in the end?”
“You thought we were playing you and that you were 

tricking us by going along with it. But all that time, we 
just faked the play at the obvious level to make you think 
you were running the show so we could swoop in at the 
higher level and take over. And it worked perfectly.”

“We? Who do you mean by we?”
“You’ll find out in the next world after this long night 

ends…in a brilliant atomic flash that hasn’t been seen by 
human eyes since Hiroshima or Nagasaki!”

“I’m trying to tell you that that is impossible by all the 
principles of physics. A nuclear reactor is not the same as 
an atomic bomb. Nothing you say can make it so.”

“Make it so? What are you, Captain Picard? I saw Star 
Trek: Next Generation. Okay, so maybe we can’t destroy 

Your capital. Clearly this guy doesn’t think of himself as an 
American. My first real clue.

“I’m sorry, but I really don’t think you understand 
AFRRI at all. Nothing you do there could destroy all 
of DC.”

“You have a nuclear reactor, right? We’ll just blow it up 
and send a mushroom cloud over all of DC. No one will 
be able to live there for a thousand years afterward.”

My gosh! This guy is crazy! He doesn’t understand the first 
thing about the science of nuclear reactors. “I hate to tell you 
this, but ours is a TRIGA reactor. It’s the safest reactor 
design in the entire world. It automatically shuts down if 
anything happens to it. It’s impossible to get a runaway 
chain reaction and explosion. There’s nothing you or I or 
any scientist in the world could do to that reactor to make 
it blow up like an atomic bomb. It’s literally impossible.”

“Well, you’d better come up with something quick, my 
dear eBay friend, if you want to see your precious fiancée 
alive again.”

Brad realized he had to keep this traitor talking so the 
evil snakeman couldn’t focus on harming or even scaring 
Mary Lou.

“Quick? In the middle of the night?”
“Yes, quick, if you want to save your partner. You took 

my partner—you caught him and turned him over to the 
FBI. It’s only fair that I take your baby maker in exchange. 
Partner for partner, eye for eye, tooth for tooth.”

“So…Marta wasn’t really his mother after all?”
“You just now figured that out, genius? You looked 

smarter than that, but maybe I was wrong. He only pre-
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or they’ll nab you for speeding. That’s right. Slow down. 
Okay, come on over into the K lot extended. We’re right 
there in the carpool only slots not far from the command-
ing officer’s parking spot. A white Lincoln Continental, 
just like I told you before. Right. There you go. Okay, 
come on in. We’ve got a city to cook in atomic fire.”

all of DC, every single square block and every single liv-
ing excuse for a soul. I read somewhere that only a quar-
ter million people died in Hiroshima. Okay, I’ll settle 
for that. A city destroyed…a region totally unlivable for 
generations…hundreds of thousands killed. Yeah, I think 
that will be good enough. Do that, and maybe I’ll let your 
Cajun girlfriend and your two brats in the oven survive. 
Just don’t try to call the police or the FBI like you did 
before with my partner, or all three of them will be dead 
before you can blink.”

“Just calm down, will you? I’m on the 270 spur head-
ing into Bethesda. Are you already there? Are you on 
the base?”

“Not that it’s any of your concern, but we got right 
through the front gate security with your fiancée’s ID. No 
problem at all. But if you try and alert anyone, I’ll kill 
her and your twins before you can blink. You know what 
a blink is, right, Mr. World War II expert? An augen-
blick? You know your German, right? You and your pre-
cious diary and trying to rewrite history. You can’t rewrite 
history, dummkopf! Don’t you know that? You can only 
rewrite the future. And the future belongs to us! I’m 
rewriting it as we speak.”

“Us? Who else are you referring to? There’s you and 
your partner. And he’s in jail, so it’s just you. Who is 
this us?”

“I already told you that I’m smarter than you, so quit 
trying to trick me into slipping up. You’ll find out who 
us is when you need to. Okay, I see your car now. You’re 
on the base. Good. Go slow. Go no more than twenty 
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“Yeah, and it gave you ample opportunity to get into 
Fort Detrick before the security rules changed as well as 
other places for your performances so you could scout 
things out. Very clever.”

“Well, we snakes tend to be that way, popping up when 
and where the naïve little field mouse least expects…until 
he sees the inside of our gullets.”

Good Lord, what an image! “I have to know something. 
You killed WeirdScienceBabe, AKA Louella LeBrock 
from USAMRIID, didn’t you?”

“Abso-loootly!”
The oooo sound made the snakehead’s mouth pucker 

and his tongue protrude slightly. It was actually forked! 
This guy was like one of those pagans who had their 
tongues surgically altered. Stout couldn’t suppress 
a shudder.

“And you killed Chem-Guy from ICD, otherwise 
known as Bert Weedrick.”

“Oh, yessss, my little mouse,” he hissed.
“Don’t tell me you are the source of the leaked Fort 

Detrick anthrax, the one who mailed it out all over the 
country a week after 9/11.”

“Well, not me personally, but some of the brood, some 
of us.”

“And the Harvard biowarfare scientist who got thrown 
off the bridge in Tennessee?”

“That was a different brood.”
“Do they track people on eBay too?” Brad asked.
“How else? It’s the one thing left in this country that is 

practically universal. It’s not like cable TV and radio with 

22
Brad pulled into the AFRRI parking lot beside the cold-
blooded killer serpent’s white Lincoln. The moment he 
turned off his ignition, he immediately hid his weapons. 
He stuck the medium-frame magnum revolver under 
his waistband in the small of his back. He looked at the 
Rambo knife. Too big! It proved uncomfortable, but he 
stuck it under his right sock with the handle tucked up 
under his pants cuff. It was hard to walk like that, but he 
wanted to be armed.

He gingerly got out of his Camaro and walked stiffly 
over to the passenger side of the Lincoln, trying not to let 
the knife bulge out with each step. Mary Lou looked ter-
rified but otherwise unharmed.

Snakehead666 lowered his driver window all the way 
and ordered, “Come over here.”

Finally Brad saw him face to face—tiny ears, beady 
eyes, long snake-like face with prominent nose. The man 
had shaped his eyebrows to accentuate the snake-like look 
and either had tattoos or some kind of makeup to make 
his own face seem all the more eerie. Truly a snakehead.

“I know you. I saw you in the circus side show.”
“I thought you’d remember. Good act, isn’t it?”



187

The eBay Plot

186

Charles A. Salter

“That’ll do. But I gave you my real name once on eBay. 
Remember?”

“Yeah, your initials, anyway. KC. What does that 
stand for?”

“King Cobra! What else?”
Brad looked up at the cameras along the roof. “I don’t 

know how you expect to get into this building. It’s as 
secure as DOD can make it. Automatic locks and guards 
everywhere. Right now we are being watched by surveil-
lance cameras. If they see anything wrong and press the 
panic button, there’ll be swarms of armed military police 
over every square inch of this place within seconds.”

“Then let’s make sure everything looks normal, because 
there is no way any of them can get me before I get her.”

“We should get moving then. If we hang around here much 
longer in the dark after hours like this, they’ll get suspicious.”

“Right. But you being a military man and all, you 
wouldn’t happen to be armed, would you?”

Brad hesitated before deciding that a lie could be dan-
gerous, possibly setting the cobra-man into a homicidal 
rage. “Of course, I’m always armed.”

“Then why don’t we leave your little pea shooter in the 
car, shall we?”

Brad moved toward the Camaro.
“Put it in the trunk and lock it. And just use two fin-

gers when you hold it. And make sure I can see both 
hands at all times.”

As he opened the trunk, Brad thought there might be 
a half second where he could grab the gun properly and 
get off a shot without being seen in time.

hundreds of channels. There’s only one eBay, and practi-
cally everyone uses it. Everyone in the country. And nearly 
everyone in the world who is worth knowing about.” He 
got out of the car with fluidic, eel-like movements as if his 
skeleton were made of rubber. “Enough stalling. Let’s do 
this thing.”

As Brad watched spellbound, the snakeman seemed 
to slither and weave around the car to the passenger side. 
He opened the door. “Come on, my dear. Let’s watch your 
boyfriend in action.”

Mary Lou edged out of the car, keeping as far from the 
snakeman as she could. She looked at Brad but seemed to 
know better than to say anything.

Brad took a slow step closer, and instantly the man 
seemed to coil up and turn rigid like a rattlesnake pre-
pared to strike. His hand flicked, and immediately a long, 
sharp, stiletto shimmered in the golden glow cast by the 
streetlamps of the parking lot. The blade flickered and 
waved in his hand, pointing now and then at a different 
vital part of Mary Lou’s anatomy.

“Do you want to see how they died, little mouse? 
Make a sudden move or try and pull a fast one, and I’ll 
demonstrate on this lovely target here. I can always use 
the practice.”

Her eyes widened as they involuntarily followed the 
blade’s hypnotic movements.

Brad spoke up, “Take it easy, Mr. Snakehead. I’m just 
trying to see if she’s all right.”

“She will be as long as you cooperate.”
“Is that what I should call you?”
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“Then be sure to enter into the log your specific desti-
nation. We’ll release the locks only to those rooms you cite 
now and only if you have previous authorization to enter 
them, in other words, your office and your lab spaces.”

“Not a problem. I know the routine.”
The guard looked askance at the two strangers. “In 

that case, Major Stout, you certainly know that no guests 
are ever allowed in after business hours for any reason 
whatsoever. These visitors can not accompany you into 
the secured area.”

Brad tried to look apologetic. “Oh, no, don’t worry! 
I didn’t intend to take them in there. It’s just that we’ve 
been out to dinner together here in Bethesda, you know? 
And I told them how it would be so convenient for me to 
pop into the lab for just a half hour now rather than take 
them home to Frederick first and drive all the way back 
later. But instead of having them sit in the cold parking 
lot, I thought they could wait for me here in the unse-
cured area with you guards. Would that be all right?”

Lieutenant Rutger eyed Snakehead oddly. “Major, I 
understand your problem, and normally we do have that 
much discretion, but I must say, I don’t like the look of 
one of your guests. Something smells irregular here, sir.”

Rutger’s right hand slid toward his service revolver, 
and his left hand moved into the air to make some sort of 
signal to the two other guards manning the desk behind 
him, one of them with eyes on the bank of security camera 
monitors. Then he paused, staring in fascination.

KC began to undulate forward like a king cobra with 
rhythmic, hypnotic movements.

But the snakeman must have realized the same thing, 
for as soon as Brad inserted the key, the snake slithered 
behind Mary Lou.

Just like in my hideous dream! I can’t shoot the snake 
threatening her for fear of hitting Mary Lou!

Task completed, they all three walked toward the 
AFRRI entrance.

“I’m telling you, the guards won’t let you in without 
proper authorization no matter what I say. They don’t take 
orders from me, and they know it.”

“Just get me to the entrance. Let me worry about 
the guards.”

Brad escorted them to the front where huge, mural-
sized letters proclaimed, “Armed Forces Radiobiology 
Research Institute.” He held the outer, unlocked door 
open for Mary Lou and her captor. Once inside, they all 
stood trapped in a glass-walled cubicle until the guards 
could respond. Brad pressed the buzzer to alert them 
that access through the locked but unsecured inner door 
was requested.

In a moment the guard pressed the release buzzer, and 
Brad opened that door so the three of them could enter 
the unsecured area where the guard desk sat. They still 
were a long way from gaining access to the mysterious 
nuclear lights within the inner sanctum.

The watch commander, Lieutenant Rutger, stopped 
them. “You’re coming in awfully late, Major Stout. Night 
restrictions apply. You’ll have to sign in and submit to search.”

“Yeah, that’s no problem. I just have to check up on one 
of my experiments that’s continuing through the night.”
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At the main entrance into the secure zone, Brad felt like 
a traitor feeding in his pass code and swiping his biom-
etric ID card—still attached to his dosimeter—to open 
the door. Somehow he had to stop this monster before 
he could do any damage to the lab or the surrounding 
city. He looked back at Mary Lou, who appeared ready 
to swoon after seeing the three armed guards go down 
so easy.

Snakehead666 held her with one scaly hand and kept 
smoothly swaying the other in the air as if trying to hyp-
notize Brad.

Brad resisted with every fiber of his being, forcing 
his mind to concentrate on his real mission—destroying 
this evil!

Still standing in the open door, Brad said, “Well? 
What next? If this stays open another few seconds, it will 
set off an alarm.”

“Don’t move. Let us go through first.”
The moment King Cobra stepped into the secure area, 

an internal alarm sounded. He flinched, and his head 
bobbed like a cobra dodging a mongoose strike.

“What’s that?”

Mary Lou likewise seemed fascinated.
Brad could almost hear the serpentine music himself, 

but he looked away and forced his mind back on business. 
Is this the time to make my move, to go for the Rambo knife in 
my right sock, push Mary Lou out of the way, and then slice 
through this serpent’s belly all the way out his backbone?

Brad hesitated a microsecond too long. While all 
three guards stood spellbound, no longer able to think for 
themselves, KC slithered close enough to spit right into 
Rutger’s eyes, paralyzing him and collapsing him to the 
floor. Within another second he had plunged his viperous 
head toward each of the other guards and taken them out 
with venomous spit as well.

“You’re a spitting cobra!” exclaimed Brad in amazement. 
“But you said king cobra before—they’re not spitters!”

The snakeman straightened up again. “So sue me. I’m 
unique. Hardly anyone knows that much about zoology 
anyway and could care less. It makes the act exciting.” He 
used his left hand to adjust some kind of plastic device in 
his mouth. A venom spray dispenser?

“Are they dead? Real spitting cobra venom kills.”
“Don’t worry. They’re not dead, just paralyzed for an 

hour or so. Now let’s get into the secure area and destroy 
this city.”
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most you could do is close down this place—not hurt any-
one outside.”

Snakehead narrowed his eyes and flicked his forked 
tongue. “I’m getting pretty tired of your uncooperative 
stalling!” With a serpentine snap of his wrist, he flicked 
out the stiletto and sent the sharp tip straight into Mary 
Lou’s throat.

“Wait!” yelled Brad.
The serpent pulled his jab just in time. The tip pen-

etrated Mary Lou’s throat just a hair, leaving a tiny droplet 
of red blood on her creamy white skin.

She was too scared even to yelp. But her eyes flew 
wide, and she started to tremble.

Snake narrowed his beady eyes into hooded slits. “I 
told you I wasn’t playing around! Next time I won’t pull 
my thrust, and you’ll see the tip of that blade coming out 
the back of her neck! I swear to Shiva!” He twitched all 
over like a snake shedding its skin. “Oooh! You make me 
so mad! Now, what can we do?”

“Don’t get excited. Now hear me out. I wasn’t kidding 
about the TRIGA reactor. If you think I’m lying, look it 
up on the Internet. It’s the safest reactor design in the 
whole effing world! You’ve got to believe me.”

“Quit rehashing that. Go on to your new idea.”
“We have another rad source, the cobalt irradiation 

facility. I can get us into that one, because that’s where I 
conduct my experiments. I have access.”

“Why didn’t you say that in the beginning?”
Brad wiped the sweat off his forehead. “You can’t blow 

that one up, either. It’s also too safe.”

“Must be your knife. You set off the contraband detec-
tor. I told you this place has countless guards and detec-
tors and security precautions of all sorts.”

“Come on in and let the door close.”
Brad did so.
“What will happen next?”
“That detector just alarms for the front-desk guards. 

It doesn’t go directly to the military police headquarters 
a couple of blocks away. It will likely take minutes before 
someone else notices it and alerts anybody important.”

KC stood upright again. “That should give us enough 
time to blow up the reactor then. How long will it take 
you to start the nuclear chain reaction?”

This guy doesn’t have the slightest clue about radiation and 
reactors! Cujo-Man or someone else must have been the one 
organizing and implementing the scientific stuff.

“First of all, we can’t even get into the TRIGA reactor 
room without those guards you just knocked out. Only 
the reactor operators here during the day and the guards 
have access to that doubly secure area. Even on a regu-
lar workday when we’re experimenting I can’t get in there 
without an escort.

“Secondly, as I keep telling you, nothing any opera-
tor can do can make it explode. It’s created in such a way 
that at the first sign of overheating it automatically shuts 
down. There’s no manual override or anything like that. 
The most you could do is bring TNT or plastic explosives 
in and use them to destroy it. But all you’d do then would 
be to ruin the reactor, making it unusable for experiments, 
and make the building too radioactive to work inside. The 
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In no time Brad had them all three within the confines of 
the cobalt facility control room.

Snake twisted side to side as if the solid running hurt 
his pliable spine. His face grimaced. The creature appar-
ently relied more on fluid motions than direct up-and-
down bounces caused by running. An interesting weakness, 
thought Stout. Maybe I can use that in my favor.

Snake said, “Now what?”
“This will take all three of us. We have to have Mary 

Lou man the controls here, while you and I go together 
into the main reactor room to collect the cobalt. Okay?”

“We really need her on the controls?”
“Yeah, do you know how to use the controls?”
“Of course not.”
“Well I’ve already shown her in previous visits,” Brad 

lied. “She can do it.”
Snake still looked suspicious. “But you’ll be with me 

the whole time, right?”
Brad nodded.
Snake looked at Mary Lou. “If you try anything funny 

like calling the cops, you know what I’ll do to your lover 
boy, right?”

She nodded, still speechless.

“So what’s your big idea?”
“Well, we could get the radioactive Cobalt 60 out 

of there and make a dirty bomb. You and your partner 
seemed all excited about a little radium dirty bomb. This 
much cobalt would make one a thousand times stronger.” 
Luckily this jerk knows nothing about radioactive materials.

Snakeman looked eager, like one of his ilk about to 
chomp onto a toad or lizard. “Now you’re talking! Get us 
into this cobalt place.”

“We’ve got to hurry. It’s down a floor at the other side 
of the building, and who knows when someone will notice 
that alarm up front.”

“Lead the way, and make it speedy. We’ll run along 
right behind you.”

If Brad’s emerging plan just starting to percolate in his 
head didn’t work, he would be dead within the hour and 
likely facing some sort of posthumous court martial as the 
biggest traitor ever known in the annals of nuclear science.

His plan had to work. It had to!
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raises the cobalt core,” he lied. “Then when we’re done 
loading our buckets, I’ll give the thumbs up signal. Then 
throw the switch the other way to lower the core. Then hit 
this button to open the doors again. I know you remem-
ber, because you did this before,” he lied, “but since it’s 
been a weird evening, just repeat what I said so I know 
you understand.”

She repeated it kinesthetically, pointing to each piece 
in the prescribed order and simulating the correct motion. 
“And then when you raise your thumb, I do this.” And she 
completed the motions.

“Good girl.”
Snake was already halfway through the door, and for 

a second Brad thought about lunging for his own ankle 
knife. But then he figured, it was much safer for Mary 
Lou if he pulled that once the doors shut between them.

There was no way King Cobra could get out of those 
doors while locked shut, in case he survived the encounter 
with Brad in the ghastly interior of the radiation expo-
sure room where countless experimental animals had died 
over the past several decades. Sometimes Brad wondered 
if their ghosts haunted the place, screeching in the empty 
night after all the humans had gone.

As they walked down the stairs into the heart of the 
nuclear cooking room, KC looked fascinated by the pool 
of water that covered the core. Brad hoped that would 
distract him from seeing the panic button on the walls 
that warned that anyone trapped in the room when the 
core started to rise should at once hit the button or risk 
a fatal dose of radiation. Brad knew it would only take 

Snake turned back to Brad. “Okay, let’s do this thing.”
Brad picked up a bucket. “You bring the other one.”
The creature picked it up.
Brad pressed a large round button on the control 

panel, and the two-foot thick concrete doors to the main 
exposure room slowly slid apart, groaning like huge dun-
geon gates.

To Mary Lou, he said, “I know you’re upset, but focus 
completely on what I’m telling you. And do exactly what 
I say, for the twins.”

She nodded. “For the twins. What do I do?”
Look at the screen that shows the feed from the expo-

sure room video camera. When you see us down there 
above the core, press this button to close us in.”

Snake played with his knife. “What do you mean, 
close us in?”

“It’s a built-in safety precaution. The core won’t rise up 
unless the doors are shut. Don’t worry. I’ll be right with 
you. It’s safe,” Brad lied.

“We have to be closed in? You better not pull a fast 
one.” He flicked the blade back and forth like a venomous 
fang in motion.

“You don’t believe me, gimme ten minutes, and I’ll 
look it up in that pile of operator manuals over there and 
show you.”

“You know we don’t have ten minutes. Get this 
thing going.”

The shielding doors stood wide open.
“Now, Mary Lou, as soon as the door shuts, remember 

to throw this switch…the one I showed you before that 
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But anyone standing in the last resort crevice would 
get maybe one twentieth as much radiation as the one 
standing right next to the pile with no shielding. So even 
remaining in that protection, Brad could get a lethal dose 
in half an hour or so. And if he could keep the expo-
sure down to a minute or so, even in the shielded spot, 
he would still probably get enough radiation to ensure 
he’d be sterile and greatly increase his chances of getting 
cancer in a few decades. He hoped the twins would be 
enough for Mary Lou. They would probably be the only 
children Brad would ever be able to father naturally after 
tonight…assuming he survived at all.

But right now, Brad had a much bigger and more 
immediate problem: what to do with Snake between the 
minute he got his fatal dose and the ten minutes or so 
later when he began to feel it.

The pile stood fully up and exposed now, its final few 
drops of shielding water dripping back into the pool below. 
Radiation now pierced every living cell, every enzyme, 
every gene, and every molecule of Snake’s body. He didn’t 
feel it yet, but it continued to do its deadly work.

But right now he seemed happy and excited. “I see it! I 
see the cobalt! It’s silvery grey in color. I thought it would 
be blue—cobalt blue.”

“This is pure cobalt, so it looks like metal. But when 
you add a bit to glass or other mixtures, you get a so-called 
cobalt blue.”

“How are we going to get it into these buckets?”

about a minute with the core fully raised to provide such 
a dose. He hoped only one of them ended up receiving it.

Mary Lou hit the first button right, and the massive 
doors slowly ground shut behind and above them.

Then she hit the lever, and the warning light in the room 
flashed as the apparatus groaned and slowly rose out of the 
water like a sunken ship being raised by treasure hunters.

“What’s that light flashing for?”
“It just means the elevator system is working properly,” 

he lied.
Perspiration dripped down Brad’s sides. He sidled 

back from the edge of the water pit and back toward the 
last resort crevice, the one spot in the entire room with 
shielding against the incredible radioactive energy about 
to be unleashed in this room.

Snake didn’t appear to notice. He stood by the water’s 
edge, apparently fascinated as the pile rose into view.

Brad figured anyone standing that close when the pile 
was fully raised would get a lethal dose in about a min-
ute. He wouldn’t realize it at first, because as the radio-
active gamma rays and beta particles struck his flesh, he 
wouldn’t feel anything. They were too small to register 
on pain nerves, though they would tear through his flesh 
at the molecular level like tiny daggers—like billions of 
tiny daggers interrupting cellular mechanisms, destroy-
ing DNA, ruining the chemicals that support life. These 
effects would manifest themselves in visible damage soon 
enough if he received a high dose, perhaps in five or ten 
minutes, and he would definitely feel that damage, but he 
wouldn’t feel the dose itself.
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Oh, great! Now I’m not going to be able to see when the 
fight starts. Fifty-seven, fifty-eight, fifty-nine, sixty…

That would have been enough time if the serpent man 
had remained at the hot spot. But this far away, he’d need 
at least fifteen seconds more. And Brad’s left eye now 
burned with the salty blood, which also blurred his vision.

“Great, now how am I going to help you when I can 
hardly see?” He wiped at the blood.

“You get out of there this second, or I’ll make sure that 
eye never seeees again.” Snake hissed. “You only need one 
to help me do this!”

Sixty-eight, sixty-nine, seventy…
“Okay! Okay! I’m coming.” He exited the crevice. 

Now he stood full in that deadly bath of ferocious radia-
tion himself, the same as Snake. That’s gotta be 75 seconds 
by now. And my gonads are fried by now, and in another few 
seconds, I’ll get enough to lose all my hair in a couple of weeks. 
If I survive this encounter, I’m going to be drinking green tea 
like never before. I’ll be a test case on antioxidant prevention 
of radiation-induced cancer.

Brad still held his bucket. Now he flung it up toward 
Snake’s jaw, intending to give him a vicious uppercut.

Snake’s head easily bobbed to the side, and the bucket 
missed. He laughed at the clumsy attempt. He didn’t 
know yet that he was dying.

Brad bolted to the panic button and hit it. Immediately 
the light turned off, and the machinery groaned as it 
began to lower the deadly pile of nuclear fire back into its 
subterranean cavern under water.

Now it’s mano a maniac until one of us dies!

Brad didn’t answer. He kept eyeing his watch, count-
ing the seconds. Too long, and he also would be a dead 
man in a short time. Ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen…

Snake still seemed elated. “Do you need a shovel or 
what?” He turned around and didn’t see Stout.

Fifteen, sixteen, seventeen…
“Heh, where did you go? Are you trying to 

pull something?”
Twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two…
“Keep your snakeskin on. I’m over here in the corner 

looking for a shovel.”
“Looking for a shovel in there? Don’t BS me.” A snarl 

crossed KC’s face.
Twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty… Crap! He’s coming 

over here! With every step farther away from that pile, his dose 
rate drops off. I’ll have to add more seconds.

“What are you up to back there?” He flicked out his 
blade, and it shone blue in the atomic glow and then red 
from the warning light as it twirled, then blue again.

Thirty-five, thirty-six, thirty-seven, thirty-eight, 
thirty-nine…

Snakehead stood right in front of him now, but not 
behind the shielding with him. “I said what are you up to?”

“Just give me a second. I need to take a leak.” Forty-
four, forty-five, forty-six…

“Take a leak? You’re stalling. Get the hell out of there, 
and let’s make that dirty bomb.” He lunged forward with his 
knife and gave Stout a short but deep gash in the forehead.

Blood rapidly dripped down his skin into his eyebrows 
and began to ooze over his eyelids.
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But I am not a man. I am the one thing the cobra fears 
above all else—the mongoose!”

Stout bounded forward, slicing the air straight up and 
down then straight left and right.

Contact! Stout drew his first blood, slicing the 
Snakeman’s forearm.

Stout ran backward three straight steps then laughed 
and hopped straight forward in a great leap. “I am 
the mongoose!”

Brad plunged the knife straight forward and missed. 
He sliced straight left and missed. He sliced straight right, 
straight into the Snake’s side.

The undulator collapsed in pain and fear. The cobra 
could not face the mongoose. His stiletto clanged onto 
the concrete floor.

Brad stood back to watch what happened next, wiping 
the blood out of his eyes so he could see.

The elevator machinery stopped groaning as its load 
reached the bottom under the protective shielding of 
the water.

A wave of nausea appeared to envelope the snake 
man—not an ordinary beachgoer’s wave, but a perfect 
storm tidal wave. He doubled up and gripped his stomach 
with scaly hands. Then he got up on all fours like a sick 
dog and puked everything he had eaten in the last few 
months. Then foul-smelling eruptions of bloody diarrhea 
soiled the creature’s clothes, which he did not even have 
the strength to remove.

Brad had studied the clinical records of every such 
death resulting from high-dose radiation exposure acci-

Snake looked furious as he slithered over, waving his 
blood-tipped stiletto fang.

Brad wiped at the blood on his face. Both eyes burned 
now, but at least he had a weapon. He kneeled down and 
retrieved his Gil Hibben First Blood knife. It looked 
exactly like the one used in the movie, all the way down 
to the compass in the hilt and the secret compartment for 
matches and such.

Brad stood up and, through blurry eyes, enjoyed the 
surprised look on Snake’s face.

Snake’s forked tongue flitted between angry lips. “You 
lying rat! I’m going to carve you a new exit hole, and then 
I’m going to slice up your pregnant fiancée, pull out the 
tiny twins, and kill them one at a time.”

“No you’re not!” Brad said coldly and with ferocious 
precision. “You’re going to die!”

Snake lunged first, but Brad played mongoose to his 
cobra and nimbly hopped to the side then turned and 
sliced down with his own steely fang.

Both missed.
Stout had noted earlier that Snakehead used fluid, 

undulating movements to hypnotize prey but seemed dis-
turbed by solid, abrupt, angular, mongoose movements, 
so Stout began to hop side to side, front and back, all the 
while brandishing his knife and trying to see through eyes 
blurred with coagulating blood.

The angular motions disturbed snake’s rhythm.
Now Brad taunted the one who thought himself so 

superior and above all others. “Most men fear the cobra. 
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main MP station three blocks away. He’d like to keep her 
out of further stress and risk.

They darted to Brad’s Camaro, and as he inserted the 
key, they both heard from the shadows at the edge of the 
parking lot, “The Camptown ladies sing this song, doo-
da, doo-da.”

No!
Stout whirled in the direction of the sound, blinking 

to see through the blood remaining in his eyes. “You?”

dents. Snakehead666 deserved the death he was so eager 
to inflict on hundreds of thousands, but Brad couldn’t be 
that cruel as to let this play out in agony.

Brad gave him a vicious kick, like a field goal kicker 
trying to win the game, right under the jaw to knock him 
unconscious. This snake could die from the progression of 
internal damage continuing to unfold from the radiation 
cooking. But Brad saw no need to let him suffer it con-
sciously in total fear and pain.

Brad looked up at the camera, whose feed Mary Lou 
should be watching. He gave the thumbs up signal and 
felt the most amazing sense of relief when the heavy doors 
began to groan open.

Mary Lou hugged and kissed him and cried, but he had 
to sternly calm her down. “Don’t lose it yet, sweetie. We’re 
not out of this yet. Snakehead kept referring to others of 
the brood. I don’t know who or how many or where they 
are, but we’d better be careful. And if we don’t watch out, 
we could get shot by the guards too for being down here 
in forbidden territory doing illegal things.”

They closed the radiation shielding doors with 
Snakehead inside. Then they retreated to the main 
AFRRI entrance, where the contraband detection alarm 
still sounded, apparently with no one picking up on it yet. 
The three unconscious guards still lay where they last saw 
them, still breathing.

Brad had a sudden urge to get Mary Lou away from 
all this, at least to the car, before calling for help from the 
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“Oh, this?” Brad put his hand up to his forehead as if 
the injury were so slight he hadn’t even noticed it. At least 
it was clotting now and had ceased to bleed. “Nah, in all 
the excitement over getting at the cobalt, I scratched my 
head on the elevator assembly as it brought the core up.”

Mark looked at Mary Lou again. “Okay, Cajun girl. 
What happened to his head?”

“I swear on my twins’ lives, I don’t know. I wasn’t in 
the room when it happened. I was in the control room 
operating the equipment, and the two of them were in the 
radiation room.”

“Well, I admit you look like you’re telling the truth. 
But I won’t believe all this until King Cobra tells me that 
in person. Take me to him.”

Brad played for time. Someone was bound to respond 
to that alarm eventually. “He told us all about the 
brood. We decided to join up. But we didn’t know you 
already belonged.”

Mark laughed and for a second looked again like the 
Mark they had been coming to appreciate as a good pros-
pect for Victoria. “You thought I was just the amiable 
dunce, didn’t you? You had no idea I was playing you all 
for suckers. I am truly a great singer. But I’m an even bet-
ter actor. You had no idea.”

Brad remembered how Cujo-Man had known he was 
in the army, a crucial fact that had bothered him all this 
time. How did Cujo-Man know?

“So you’re the one who told them about me being in 
the army?”

25
Mark Perkins stepped out of the shadows of the parking 
lot, a malignant grin on his face.

Brad thought he seemed so out of character, like some-
thing in a surreal nightmare—not to mention the fact that 
he held a semi-auto pistol and now pointed it at both of 
them. It looked like a 9 mm from Brad’s vantage point.

“Where’s King Cobra?” asked Mark.
Brad tried to think fast, to assimilate this new informa-

tion and not trigger some unnecessarily hostile response. 
“He’s still in the radiation room. We’re collecting the 
cobalt to make a dirty bomb. He sent us out here to get 
another bucket.”

Mark raised his eyebrows and took another cou-
ple of steps closer, as if to study their faces better. “That 
doesn’t sound like the Snakeman to send both of you out 
here.” He kept the gun on Brad but looked at Mary Lou. 
“What’s really going on?”

Brad glanced at Mary Lou, and she seemed calm 
and collected. “It’s like Brad said. We’re working for the 
King now.”

“Then what happened to your forehead? That looks 
like something the King would do.”
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to dirty bombs…to you. With your help we’re going to 
bring this country screaming to a halt with nukes and 
dirty bombs everywhere.”

“An impressive plan.”
“You seem to have changed to the dark side awfully 

sudden. After getting to know you, I wouldn’t have 
expected that. I’m not buying all this till the King con-
firms it. Come on. Get your bucket and let’s get back in 
there. He must be wondering where we all are by now.”

“Yeah, I’ll get it, but my car’s locked. I’m going to have 
to fish for my keys. Don’t get excited with that gun.”

“You’re still acting like you think I’m the amiable 
dunce. I remember all about you taking a gun and knife to 
meet Cujo-Man. Raise your hands and turn around while 
I pat you down.”

Brad did so, remembering his .357 magnum that the 
Snakeman had made him lock in the trunk of the Camaro.

Mark patted him down, easily finding the knife that 
Stout had replaced in his sock and under his pants cuff. He 
tossed it into the woods beyond the edge of the parking lot.

“So this time you brought the knife but not the gun?”
”King Cobra took it when I got here,” Brad lied. 

Thank God Mark didn’t notice the blood on the blade. He kept 
it in the sheath. “Look, if you and I are going to spend any 
more time out here, you better send the girl back in to tell 
Snake we’re okay. He’s going to start wondering what’s 
taking us so long.”

For a second Brad thought Mark looked like he 
was going to buy it. But then the expression hardened. 
“Nah, I don’t think so. The cobra man can wait another 

“I kept them informed of everything. Pretty good 
cover, wasn’t it? Working at a civilian lab that just hap-
pened to be on a military base—Fort Detrick. Just a cou-
ple of blocks from USAMRIID, the germ warfare place. 
Working in the same office as Mary Lou in a perfect 
location to conveniently meet all of you, insinuate myself 
into the family, and make sure the brood knew every step 
you took. We have all kinds, everything from circus side-
show people to real scientists—the kind of people who 
rarely make anyone’s suspect list for something this big 
in scope.”

“So you’re the one who got the anthrax out of 
USAMRIID? Snake told us it was one of the brood but 
didn’t say it was you.”

“Snake told you a lot, didn’t he? Maybe he really did 
talk you into joining.”

“I told you he did,” Brad lied. “By the way, 
where’s Victoria?”

“She’s back home…at my place. She thinks I just left 
to pick up Mary Lou. She’s in no danger, as long as you 
two keep cooperating. There’s no need to bring her into 
all of this tonight. You know, I was really getting to like 
her, despite everything. We really do sing well together. 
If you guys truly join the brood, maybe we can get her in 
too, and she and I will really hit it off. I was getting tired 
of all the playacting.”

“So you are the one who mailed the USAMRIID 
anthrax all over the country?”

“Yeah, but so what? That’s ancient history. That didn’t 
work nearly as well as we hoped. That’s why we turned 



211

The eBay Plot

210

Charles A. Salter

Mark’s head turned worriedly in that direction and he 
involuntarily dropped the barrel tip of his pistol toward 
the ground.

That gave Brad the millisecond he needed to jerk out 
the revolver, point, and fire.

Blamm! went the .357 magnum, shattering the mid-
night stillness.

Brad stood over Mark, who now writhed on the ground, 
grimacing in pain and rubbing his right wrist with his left 
hand. Several feet away his semi-auto 9 mm pistol lay on 
the pavement with a magnum bullet hole right through 
the frame.

“Lucky for you, I’m an expert marksman. Didn’t 
Victoria tell you how I excelled in small arms during 
basic training?”

“You lying sneak!” Mark cried. “Go ahead and kill me! 
Get it over with!”

“Kill you? Good Lord, no. Victoria would never for-
give me for that. No way.”

“If you don’t, the brood will do it. They took care of 
Cujo-Man today in jail. No loose ends. I don’t want to go 
like he did. Please, just shoot me now and get it over with. 
I’d rather have you do it than them.”

“Sorry, Mark, but that’s your concern. I don’t do the 
brood’s work. Maybe if you turn state’s evidence right 
away and get into the witness protection program, you’ll 
be okay. That’s what I would do in your shoes.”

minute. Right now I’ve got to make sure neither of you 
tries anything.”

Mark backed away from Brad. “Okay, go for your keys 
and get the bucket out of your car. But don’t try anything. 
Remember, I’m pointing this gun at your girl’s belly, not 
you. At those embryonic little twins of yours. One false 
move, and everything you care about will die in a hail of 
lead before you can blink.”

“Heh, take it easy, Mark! I told you we’re with the 
brood now. The King won’t like it if you hurt one of his 
newest acolytes.”

The thought seemed genuinely to alarm Mark. “I 
won’t hurt anybody as long as you do what I say.”

He’s scared of Snake. King Cobra must really be their leader.
That gave Brad an idea. He made a show out of pro-

ducing his keys and holding them up for Mark to see. 
He started to pop open his trunk, making sure he faced 
toward AFRRI’s entrance while he did so. Coolly, with 
faked nonchalance, he left the lid open as if he had noth-
ing to hide, though he could see his revolver lying right in 
plain view if Mark bothered to look in. Brad replaced his 
keys. No lunges. No sudden moves. He gradually put both 
hands in as if to retrieve a heavy bucket.

He started humming “Doo-da, doo-da,” to set the 
man’s mind at ease. He kept moving his left hand farther 
into the trunk as if to grab the other end of a large object, 
while his right hand tucked around the revolver’s handle.

Then he looked up brightly toward the AFRRI 
entrance and said, “Oh, hi, Snake! Sorry we’re late!”
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At least the police and the FBI seemed to understand. 
Rather than treat him as a villain, some of them actually 
seemed to look up to him as the hero who saved the day 
and prevented mass murder by a coven of deadly terrorists.

After all the ceaseless interrogations finally ended and 
Brad got stitches in his forehead at the ER almost next 
door to AFRRI, Brad and Mary Lou felt exhausted. It 
was nearly dawn by the time he drove them out the base 
gate to go home.

But Mary Lou still bubbled with nervous energy from 
their near-death experience. “Wow, Brad, that was thrill-
ing! I haven’t had so much excitement since hunting down 
in the bayous when I was teenager.”

He smiled at her. “You weren’t scared? Just a little bit?”
“Of course I was scared, sweetie! That’s why I’m so 

jazzed up now that it’s over. But I was no more scared 
tonight than when I was fifteen out on the bayou all by 
myself harvesting wild rice and my pirogue sprung a leak. 
Then I looked at a couple of floating logs nearby and 
realized they were gators eyeing me, just waiting for that 
leaky old pirogue to sink!”

“Good Lord! What did you do?”
“I whipped off my bra and used it to plug the leak…”
The image gave Brad an instant turn on. He felt jazzed 

too and could think of no better way to end a long day than 
to further explore this old memory with her…in a more 
tactile sort of way. But he didn’t want to move too fast 
after what they had been through in case she wasn’t ready.

“Then what?”

“That might keep me safe for now from my brood. But 
the master brood will find a way. They always do.”

“Tell all you know about this syndicate to the feds, and 
you’ll be as safe as anyone can be in this world. Everybody 
gets it sooner or later, one way or another.”

Brad felt a familiar touch. Mary Lou had joined him 
and placed an arm around his waist.

“Sweetie pie,” he told her, “please go call the base police 
while I keep an eye on Mark.”

It was hours before the military police—and later the 
FBI—were done interviewing the two of them. When the 
AFRRI guards woke up from King Cobra’s nerve toxin, 
they alerted Colonel Fukioki, and he personally drove up 
from Reston, Virginia, to bawl out Brad for leaving a dead 
body in the Cobalt facility.

He kept screaming, “In the entire history of nuclear 
science, no one has ever, repeat, ever used an irradiation 
facility to kill a criminal.”

To which Brad replied, rather somewhat weakly, 
“Would you rather he killed all of us?”

But that got him nowhere with a commanding officer 
who expected nothing less than perfection all the time 
from everybody. “Oh, no, Major Stout, you’re the last per-
son I want to see dead right now,” he fumed in a tone 
dripping with sarcasm. “We need you more than ever now. 
It’s going to take months to handle all the NRC paper-
work over a human death in one of our rad rooms. And 
you are the lucky man who is going to do it! All of it!”
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Brad took Mary Lou back to her place in Frederick, and 
he thought that with her living room window broken dur-
ing King Cobra’s break in and kidnap that he should stay 
with her at least till that got repaired.

They both fell asleep on the couch fully clothed for 
several hours. Upon waking later that morning, neither of 
them had much interest in going to work or doing much 
of anything.

Mary Lou got Brad some green tea and then turned 
the TV on to the Lifetime channel, watching some movie 
about a guy, who naturally was bad, doing something to a 
girl, who naturally was good.

Brad sort of caught onto the plot in about the first 
three microseconds, and his mind wandered to deeper 
topics, though he enjoyed resting with his fiancée on 
the couch.

After about five minutes, she seemed to get bored too. 
She had doubtless seen variations of this same theme 
about ten thousand times in the past couple of years and 
now looked away, nestling against him.

“You know, I just realized pregnant Cajun girls don’t 
have to listen to their screwed up hormones.”

“I used my hands to bail out enough water so I could 
paddle on back home, stopping every couple of minutes 
to bail some more. After awhile, the gators got tired of 
following. Some of the rice got ruined, but I got most of 
it back safe and sound.”

“So you like being scared…after it’s all over and you 
feel safe again.”

“I guess you could put it like that… I mean, I take 
back everything I said at the Barley and Hops restaurant 
earlier. I want to know everything that you’re up to before, 
during, and after! I knew you were a brilliant scientist, 
but I never knew you were such a scrapper! You’re like an 
alligator who sits around a lot, but when it’s time to fight, 
he’s all muscles and teeth. Gee willikers, but I’m going to 
feel safe around you from now on. And little Remy and 
Cindy Lou Robicheaux Stout will too!”

“Is that what we’re calling the twins?”
“What else would we call them? Bertram and 

Rosalind Silverspoon?”
Brad laughed. “I promise you one thing, sweetie.”
“What’s that, honey pie?” She smiled at him.
“I’m going to be the best father two little Cajun twins 

ever had.”
Not like Pop. The opposite of Pop.
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will be literally impossible to get from here to there and 
back in one day, to commute and work down there and 
live here. It will be impossible.”

“No, Brad, you’re forgetting about the nutria.”
“The nutria?”
“Yeah, he wasn’t a native down there in the bayous but 

got imported in the 1930s from South America, multi-
plied like crazy, adapted, and took over. People will adapt 
too. Granted, if you extrapolate more and more people 
and assume current traffic status continues, all that will 
mean infinite gridlock eventually, but the traffic status 
will have to change. They’ll have aerial cars or ultra-fast 
trains or teleportation or something.”

“Honey britches, and by the way, I really mean that 
in the most sincere way possible,” he said, his hands rov-
ing from her thoracic spine to the front. “I’m afraid you’re 
living in moonbeam land. You’re sitting on the edge of 
the pier out onto the bayou and dreaming of moonbeams 
coming true.

“A while back I read an article about how bad traf-
fic was in New York City then but how modern science 
would solve all the problems and there would be utopia 
thirty years later. Based on what I just heard you say, you 
would probably agree with that article if you saw it on the 
newsstands this week. A Time, or Newsweek, or US News 
and World Report this week, right?”

“Sure, honey pie,” she said dreamily, as his hands 
continued to caress. “Oooh, that feels good.” She sighed. 
“Ain’t no Cajun ever learned a trick like that. With them, 
it’s just pop the crawdad, enjoy the morsel, then throw 

“You don’t, huh?” said Brad, suddenly very interested. 
He put down his mug of Lipton green tea. He realized he 
had been absentmindedly stroking her hair, primarily the 
back of her head.

She had been making purring sounds and melting 
against his flesh like a feline. Now he thought, Let’s move a 
little lower to a more interesting zone. His hand went down 
to the nape of her neck. He massaged firmly then softly, 
and she sighed.

“That’s unbelievable, Brad. No Cajun can massage like 
that. I’m glad I left that armpit of the world and moved 
up to citizen city.”

His hand moved lower onto the thoracic spine, and he 
rubbed up and down. “Citizen city?”

“Yeah, you know, DC, Washington, DC. Center of the 
government. Leader of the citizens.”

“But you hated living there. You told me so yourself. 
That’s why you moved to someplace a little less urban, 
though Frederick is growing in that direction by leaps 
and bounds.”

“That was just my initial culture shock after leav-
ing bayou country. Things like that don’t bother me any 
more…now that I’ve got you. Just think, if I hadn’t moved 
up here, we probably never would have met.”

“True enough. But you’ve got me worried about the 
future of this region. By the time our little Cajuns are 
big ‘uns, there will be one giant, continuous conurbation 
starting from north of here, going south forty, fifty, maybe 
even sixty miles into the DC corridor. With a million 
more stop lights and signs and hyper-infinity traffic, it 
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Brad checked out the newspaper first thing in the morn-
ing. Mark had not lied. Someone from the brood got to 
Cujo-Man in jail, gutting him with a shiv and hiding him 
from the guards till he bled out dry.

Rough way to go. I’d rather get a clean bullet than that too. 
No loose ends, Mark said, so they’ll probably go after him too, 
just as he feared. Despite everything though, I hope he turns 
state’s evidence and makes it. Maybe he could help pay society 
back for all the damage he did.

Brad came back downstairs later and saw Victoria 
standing there in the kitchen making his breakfast and 
his brown bag lunch for the office. She had her back to 
him, and he saw it shaking slightly as she sobbed.

He cleared his throat so as not to startle her and then 
stepped over and put a brotherly arm around her shoulder.

She twisted around, facing him, and buried her face 
and hands in his chest. “Oh, Brad. I have such bad luck 
with men. I think Pop ruined me for life. I had no one for 
so long that I jumped at my chance with Mark. I was so 
blind…” She almost convulsed with sobs.

“I’m so sorry, sis, that it turned out this way.”

away the shell. Nothing like your manual artistry. Oooh.” 
She shivered.

“Well, sweet cakes, I hate to tell you, but I read that 
article decades ago, and it was an ancient issue of Life 
magazine even then. It showed New York City in the 
1930s with all this horrible traffic and bragged how that 
would all be gone by the 1960s. But I hate to tell you, I’ve 
been to New York countless times since the 1990s, and 
the traffic never gets better, only worse.

“Sure, the cars looked more modern. Not all a bunch 
of thirties Studebakers and Packards and such like that in 
the sixties and later the nineties. By then it was Fords and 
Chevys and the occasional Caddy, but the traffic pattern 
was the same. Mankind never seems to eliminate any BS. 
Things just keep getting worse, but all the pundits keep 
claiming they’ll just get better in a few years if only they’re 
put in charge.”

“Can we stop talking about traffic? I want to… Oooh.” 
She shivered as his hands moved even lower. “Keep that 
up and I’ll get better in a couple more minutes. A whole 
lot better. And then we’ll make you a whole lot better too.”

“Whatever you say, my love.”
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very house, got old and grey, then passed away quietly in 
his sleep.”

TomTom looked up from Brad’s lap with those big eyes 
centered with huge oval pupils, as if to comfort his master.

“Then we got you, TomTom the Third. I don’t know 
how many of your nine lives you have left, but I hope 
you’ll be with us for a long time to come.”

The cat licked his hand with that wet, sandpapery 
tongue as if to say he agreed with that hope.

Brad’s eyes strayed into infinity. “I wonder if we’ll have 
another TomTom one day,” he said sadly. “Cajuns love 
good mousers, so I guess we probably will. But for now, 
you are it, my feline friend. Enjoy your day in the sun. ”

TomTom purred in agreement and began to lick the 
tip of his own tail.

As Brad entered AFRRI, the guard at the front desk 
handed him an envelope. Brad thanked the man and 
eagerly opened it—he knew inside was his radiation 
exposure report. Luckily he had on him his radiation 
dosimeter during the final showdown in the cobalt expo-
sure room with King Cobra. The FBI had arranged for his 
radiation dose to be analyzed as soon as possible.

62 rem. That’s equivalent to about 180 years worth of nor-
mal background radiation—two to three lifetimes worth—
but it could have been a lot worse. The snake man must have 
gotten 15 to 20 times that much to succumb so quickly. Brad 
breathed a sigh of relief. 62 wouldn’t kill him. He might 
experience some symptoms over the coming weeks, maybe 

She looked up at him with red, tear-stained yes. “You’re 
the only man I’ve ever been able to trust, Brad. The only 
one. I hope Mary Lou realizes how lucky she is.”

Brad made himself a steaming mug of green tea and 
stepped into his home office. He felt too jazzed to need 
any caffeine, so he chose a decaf version—Salada again 
with the purple antioxidants made from grape skins, some 
of the best antioxidants in the world. And as a radiobiol-
ogist, Brad knew his antioxidants.

He sat down before his computer and realized he 
didn’t have some compelling, earth-shattering thing to do 
for a change—for the first time in weeks. Maybe he could 
relax for a moment.

TomTom sensed the change in his mood and hopped 
into position for a good scratch, curling up in Brad’s lap 
and purring warmly.

“Good old TomTom the Third,” Brad said, obliging 
his furry friend with a good scratch behind the ears.

The feline twisted his head right into it to maximize 
the pleasure.

“Good old TomTom. You know, when I was a kid I 
had TomTom the First. Pop killed him in a drunken rage 
one night—kicked him in the ribs so hard the broken 
ends pierced his lungs. All the poor cat did was slurp some 
cream out of a dish on the table, and that brought him a 
death sentence.

“Then after Pop died, Mom got us TomTom the 
Second. He lived all nine lives happily with us in this 
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“What’s next, man? Are you going to singlehandedly 
bring down international terrorism, save the president’s 
life, and settle the crisis in the Middle East? And then 
what about the week after all that?”

“What’s next?” Brad paused and looked at his desk.
Yes, what is next? The rest of the brood is still out there, 

plotting mayhem up one side of eBay and down the other. 
Maybe the world does need an eBay detective to take them on.

“What’s next? I’m getting married. Then I’m going 
to become the father of twins, and then we’ll see, my 
friend…we’ll see.”

Sam grinned broadly, slapped Brad on the back, and 
then swaggered out of the room. He left Brad standing 
there, still lost in thought.

An eBay detective! Brad liked the sound of that.

some nausea, a reduced resistance to infection, impaired 
fertility—not that that mattered with Mary Lou already 
pregnant. But he wouldn’t die from it, and the slight 
increase in lifetime cancer risk could well be offset if he 
kept up his enhanced ingestion of antioxidants.

He was smiling with relief when he reached his office.
“Geez, Stout! You must have two pair of balls!”
It was Lieutenant Sam Brubake again, carrying 

another six pack of green tea bottles into Brad’s office, 
just like the ones before. He proffered them to Stout, sit-
ting at his desk.

“With my compliments.”
Brad stood up, accepted them, and grinned. “Thanks!”
“Heck, take my hand, son, and give that ol’ rascal 

a shake!”
Brad shook hands warmly with his new friend.
“You know, from now on I don’t care how green your 

uniforms are. In my book you’ll always be an honorary navy 
man, king of the wild seas, master of Davy Jones locker, 
perturber of the aquamarine depths, slayer of sea serpents, 
and ravisher of mermaids and shore maids alike across all 
the seven seas! And it’s not as if you never set sail with the 
best service in the world. We’ve taught our radiation class 
together before on navy hospital ships at sea. You were just 
wearing the wrong uniform when we did it!”

“Thanks, Sam, that means a lot, coming from you.”
“You went and saved the world again, you old ice hole. 

What’s that, twice in just a week or so?”
Brad shrugged modestly.
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Note from the Author

This novel is based on the never-before-told true story 
of how eBay helped foil a radiological dirty bomb plot. 
The real events that inspired this story took place between 
2000 and 2002, but for narrative purposes the timeline in 
this book has been compressed into a shorter period.

All the place names, such as secret government labora-
tories, are genuine. Names of individuals who have already 
become part of the public record remain unchanged. 
Names and certain key characteristics of the private indi-
viduals involved have been changed to protect their iden-
tity. In some cases, minor characters have been combined 
into one composite character to avoid cluttering the story. 
Certain figures who remain at large were inferred from 
the evidence available, and action scenes involving them 
were created for dramatic purposes.

Since this incident, eBay has changed its policies to 
prevent a possible re-occurrence. Many of the eBay rules 
and procedures described are those of approximately 2000 
to 2002 and are no longer operative.

This is the first book in the exciting new series, The 
eBay Detective. Look for the second book coming soon!






