


    Toggle navigation


ThomasStone
	Home
	Download Pdf Books





    
                
    
    
        Read Assassin's Silence: A David Slaton Novel Online

                Authors: Ward Larsen

                    

    
    Assassin's Silence: A David Slaton Novel

    
    
    
        
            	«
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	...
	31
	...
	52
	»

        

                
            

 

Begin Reading

Table of Contents

About the Author

Copyright Page

 

Thank you for buying this

Tom Doherty Associates ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 


Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click
here
.

 

The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you without Digital Rights Management software (DRM) applied so that you can enjoy reading it on your personal devices. This e-book is for your personal use only. You may not print or post this e-book, or make this e-book publicly available in any way. You may not copy, reproduce, or upload this e-book, other than to read it on one of your personal devices.

 

Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at:
us.macmillanusa.com/piracy
.

 

For Dr. Jack

 

PROLOGUE

Al Qutayfah, Syria

The final bolt was always a contest of will. Suleiman Malouf paused to wipe sweat from his brow, then set his feet wide, locked his arms straight, and leaned every ounce of his weight into the iron pry bar. The water pump from the old engine was stubborn—but he was more so. He pushed down on the bar with locked arms, his feet nearly coming off the ground, and finally the last hex bolt snapped. The corroded pump housing fell to the dirt with a hollow thump.

Malouf stood back, expelled a long breath, and mopped his face with a filthy shirtsleeve. The engine block, taken from an abandoned military truck of Russian manufacture, was now separated from all its accessories. A clean two-hundred-pound block of metal would bring five dollars at the scrapyard. Maybe more if the tight-fisted Marwan was in a generous mood.

He kicked the water pump across the workshop floor, perhaps with a bit of victory, and it came to rest in a pile of alternator housings, engine starters, and fuel pumps. He stood back and began cleaning his hands with a rag. Through the doorless entryway Malouf looked out across his domain, half an acre of dirt populated by automobile engines, corrugated roofing, and rusted oil drums. Like everything else, his collection had lost value since the war, the laws of supply and demand taking hold as ever. He was eyeing the shack he called home, and thinking about dinner, when he spotted his two nephews coming up the path. They were pushing the wheelbarrow and clearly struggling with its weight.

Malouf smiled.

When it came to picking up the pieces of Syria’s civil war, children had proven to be the best scavengers. Their senses of sight and smell were sharp, and their small supple bodies ideally suited to delicate steps over unstable rubble and worming into crevices. In the harshest of truths, they were also the least likely to set off unexploded ordnance. Best of all—as the young had proven in wars through the ages—they were rarely distracted by matters of risk or mortality.

“And what do you have for me today?” he asked as they approached.

Neither boy answered, yet he could see they were excited. Ten-year-old Naseem was the leader, sixty pounds of bone and sinew that might, if he lived long enough and found the barest of nourishment, someday develop into a hard man. Massoud was two years younger and softer, a follower if there ever was one. Their father, Malouf’s eldest brother, had been a lifelong day laborer before the uprising. Before he had traded his shovel for defiant slogans and a Kalashnikov as old as the Dead Sea. Glory has many contrivances, and the boys’ father had found his at the wrong end of an Alawite artillery barrage.

An exhausted Naseem set the wheelbarrow down in the shade of the big acacia tree. Malouf’s eyes narrowed as he studied what was inside.

“What do you think it is?” Naseem asked.

Malouf stuffed the rag in his back pocket. “Where did you get it?” he asked.

“From the old shed outside town,” young Massoud replied.

Malouf frowned. “You went inside?”

“Yes,” said Naseem proudly. “I used a long plank to cross over the collapsed back wall.”

They all knew the place. It had been a stout building, older than most, which here was saying something. Thick-walled and thin-roofed, rumor had it that a tank commandeered by the rebels had been hidden inside at the height of the war. When the government got wind of it, they launched a spirited air attack. Two of Assad’s MiGs had scored direct hits, sending the roof to the heavens and toppling the old stone walls from the inside out. There had indeed been vehicles inside, but no tank among them.

Ever since that day the building had been off-limits, the old mullah from the nearby mosque insisting that unspent ammunition lurked in the rubble. Inevitably, however, the recovery ran its course. In the mosaic of devastation, the center of town was the first to be reclaimed. Unrecognizable since the hostilities, the once-vibrant sandstone apartment buildings were forever lost, two- and three-story affairs reduced to piles of rubble no taller than the malnourished urchins who rifled through them. Malouf’s nephews had already scoured those streets, as had a small army of other young businessmen. Tin pots and copper wire were becoming scarce, and the metal carcasses of crushed washing machines and microwaves had long disappeared.

As things became increasingly picked over in town, places like the old shed became more attractive. Naseem, apparently, had decided it was time to test the rumors.

“Was it stable?” Malouf asked.

“Nothing has fallen recently—you can tell by the dust, the way it lays in patterns.”

He contemplated telling the boy he should be careful, but doubted it would do any good. Malouf moved in for a closer inspection. He tried to lift the thing, but found it incredibly heavy. It was a steel cylinder, roughly the size of a one-gallon paint can, yet it weighed at least five times as much. The outer shell was dusty and scarred, yet clearly high-grade steel—probably high in nickel content, Malouf guessed, and perhaps some chromium. There seemed to be no lid, nor any handhold, which implied it was not designed to be regularly handled. The only irregularity to suggest its purpose was a small port on one side that gave access to … something.

“I have never seen anything like it,” he admitted. “It is too dense to be a bomb—and too well-machined. The outer case is steel, certainly. There is more metal within, judging by the weight.” He drew a wrench from his pocket and rapped on the side. They all heard a dull clang.

“It has to be worth a lot, whatever it is,” Malouf reckoned.

The two boys beamed at their uncle.

“You have done well,” he said. “The metal alone is worth four dollars—eight if there is lead inside. Are there more?”

“Yes,” Naseem said, “twenty that I could see, but I think there might be more. We covered everything so no one else would find them, and then I half-buried a spent rocket casing nearby—it looks very dangerous.”

Malouf smiled. “My brother’s son has the instincts of a thief.”

Naseem smiled back, knowing his uncle was pleased.

“You boys will make good traders someday. Now go, I have work to do. I will deal with this thing later and let you know what I find.”

“And the rest?” Massoud asked.

Malouf thought about it at length before saying, “Leave them where they are for now.”

*   *   *

It was later that evening, the high summer sun having mercifully retreated, when Malouf got around to the canister. With some trouble, he hoisted it to his heavy bench and went to work. He concentrated on the side aperture, attacking it with a broken screwdriver, a hacksaw, and finally a hammer and chisel. Having no luck whatsoever, he graduated to heavier implements. It was the combination of a sledgehammer and a metal punch that ultimately breached the opening.

Closing one eye, Malouf peered inside, and that was when he got his first surprise. In the poorly lit workroom he noticed a blue glow emanating from a cavity inside. Intrigued, he jammed a flat-bladed screwdriver into the opening and scraped out what looked like two glowing grains of rice. They were not warm to the touch, yet somehow shone, like the toy light sticks he handed out routinely to the children during Ramadan. He scraped out a few more grains and turned them in his hand. Perplexed, Malouf took them to the house.

His wife, who was preparing supper in the kitchen, instantly stopped what she was doing when he showed her his find. Always a mystical sort, she was rendered speechless by the lustrous grains that seemed to hold their own light—this in itself a miracle—and she demanded that he hand them over. Old Malouf, more interested in the value of the metal canisters, surrendered his find with a shrug.

His wife rubbed the blue grains on her arm, and then on her aching bunion. Sensing perhaps some relief, she asked him for more to give to her friends. Malouf agreed, but only on the condition that she finish making his dinner. One flatbread and goat cheese sandwich later, his fifth this week, the bargain was consummated.

Over the next two days the magic crystals found their way to three other homes. One woman used them as a topical cure for her rheumatoid arthritis. Another compelled her husband to fashion a ring, setting the luminescent blue nugget into an old pewter band. A third ground the crystals into a powder which she then ingested to promote relief from a series of chronic digestive disorders.

It was this last woman who displayed the first signs of trouble. Within twenty-four hours of drinking her concoction she fell violently ill, subject to violent bouts of vomiting and diarrhea. Old Malouf was next to feel the effects. By the third evening after opening the canister, he had severe blisters on his hands, blood in his stool, and the next morning found clumps of hair on his pillow.

By Friday that week no fewer than eighteen men, women, and children had presented themselves to the clinic in Aadra. The attending physician—indeed the
only
physician—was a steady and well-meaning man named Dr. Kibrit.

He was roundly flummoxed.

Overwhelmed on the best of days, particularly during the heat of summer, he recognized that he was witnessing some kind of contagion. Yet Dr. Kibrit had never seen such a disparate array of symptoms. Some patients were vomiting blood and had severe diarrhea, suggesting a gastrointestinal malady. Others complained of dizziness, and ocular bleeding seemed prevalent. In a handful of patients he noted clear indications of kidney and lung involvement, yet this was not universal.

Over the weekend ten more patients arrived.

By Sunday night six were dead.

A frantic Dr. Kibrit made calls to the main hospital in Duma. Two physicians there asked the same questions he already had, but in the end were no help in identifying the epidemic that seemed to be sweeping Al Qutayfah. Dr. Kibrit, whose residency had been in infectious diseases, ran tests for cholera, malaria, and shigellosis. He wanted desperately to have autopsies performed on the deceased patients, but since there was no formal medical examiner within fifty kilometers, he played the hand he was dealt. For eighteen hours a day he went from one bedside clipboard to the next, ordered basic tests, and interviewed patients about their diets and sanitation and common contacts. By candlelight at night—the power grid was still unreliable—the doctor pored over books on infectious diseases. He tried to find relationships and build a map of what was happening, all while his selfless nursing staff did their best to comfort the ill—and console the families of those who fell from that side of the ledger.
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